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PREFACE. 



A HisTQBT of our vemacular literature has occupied 
my studies for many years. It was my design not to 
furnish an arid narrative of books or of authors, but fol- 
lowing the steps of the human mind through the wide 
track of time, to trace from their beginnmgs the rise, the 
progress, and the decline of public opinions, and to illus- 
trate, as the objects presented themselves, the great inci- 
dents in our national annals. 

In the progress of these researches many topics pre- 
sented themselves, some of which, fit>m thdr novelty and 
curiosity, courted investigation. Literary history, in this 
enlarged circuit, becomes not merely a plulolo^cal history 
of critical erudition, but ascends into a philosophy of 
books, where thdr subjects, thdr tendency, and their 
immediate or gradual influence over the people discover 
their actual condition. 

Authors are the creators or the creatures of opinion ; 
the great form an epoch, the many reflect thdr age. 
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"With them the transient becomes permanent^ the sup- 
pressed lies open, and they are the truest representatives 
of their nation for those very passions with which they 
are themselves infected. The pen of the ready-writer 

transmits to us the public and the domestic story, and 

• 

thus books become the intellectual history of a people. 
As authors are scattered through all the ranks of society, 
among the governors and the governed, and the objects 
of their pursuits are usually carried on by their own pe- 
culiar idiosyncracy, we are deeply interested in the secret 
connexion of the incidents of thdr lives with their intel- 
lectual habits. In the development of that predisposition 
which is ever working in characters of native force, all 
fheir facilities and their failures, and the fortimes which 
such men have shaped for themselves, and often for the 
world, we discover what is not found in biographical 
dictionaries, the history of the mind of the individual ; -— 
and this constitutes the psychology of genius. 

In the midst of my studies I was arrested by the loss 
of sight ; the papers in this collection are a portion of 
my projected history. 

The tifle prefixed to this work has been adopted to 
connect it with its brothers, the ^* Curiosities of Literature,'* 
vnd " Miscellanies of Literature ;" but though the form 
and manner bear a famUy resemblance, the subject has 
more unity of design. 

The propriety of the titie, I must confess, depends on 
the graciousness of my readers ; the diversified literature 
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in which I have so long inSiilged^ is of such late origin in 
tins country, that the species has never obtained a name. 
Blair entitles his work " Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles 
LettreSy^ and Goldsmith in lis review of the modem 
literature of Europe, calls it ^^ polite leaming.^^ The 
Italians have been more fortunate in describing this class, 
as la letteratura amena ; and if it were required to place 
a classical seal on the term, we might appeal to Pliny, 
who has given it to literary pursuits in general, amcent- 
tates studiorum. 

These volumes are not addressed to learned antiquaries, 
to whose stores it is so diflScult to add ; I stand gratefully 
indebted to their labors, for though I have sometimes held 
a sickle in their harvest, I am oftener a gleaner in their 
fields : these volumes are deidgned for those of my con- 
temporaries who amid the diversified acquisitions of this 
age in science and in art, some of which had no existence 
with the public in my youth, are still susceptible of inqui- 
ries so intimately coimected with the progress of the 
human mind and of society, which should never be sepa- 
rated. Whoever imagines that he may safely lay aside 
all the successive efforts of the English mind, as fashions 
out of date, contracts his faculties within his own day, 
and can form no adequate conception of that ample in- 
heritance of the intellectual powers bequeathed to us firom 
age to age. To be ignorant of all antiquity is a mutila- 
tion of the human mind ; it is early associations and local 

drcumstances which give a bent to the mind of a people 

A2 
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firom their infancy, and insen^Iy constitute the nation- 
ality of genius, separating the manners and feelings of 
neighboring nations. Even the errors or smgularities of 
our predecessors, the sagacious know, become so many 
accessions to their experimental knowledge ; and in what- 
ever is excellent, the impulses of our predecessors stand 
connected with our own. We but continue the chain of 
human sympathies, whose remotest link, be it ever so 
backward, supports what is now aroimd us. 

There is one more remark in which I must indulge : 
the author of the present work is denied the satisfaction 
of reading a single line of it, yet he flatters himself that 
he shall not trespass on the indulgence he claims for any 
slight inadvertences. It has been confided to one whose 
eyes imceasingly pursue the volume for him who can no 
more read, and whose eager hand traces the thought ere 
it vanish in the thinking ; but it is only a father who can 
conceive the affectionate patience of filial devotion. 
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THE DRUIDICAL INSTITUTION. 

England, which has given models to Europe of the 
most masterly productions in every class of learning and 
every province of genius, so late as within the last three 
centuries was herself destitute of a national literature. 
Even enlightened Europe itself, amid the revolving ages 
of time, is but of yesterday. 

How "that was performed in our tongue, which may 
be compared or preferred, either to insolent Greece or 
haughty Rome,"* becomes a tale in the history of the 
human mind. 

In the history of an insular race, and in a site so pecu- 
liar as our own, a people whom the ocean severed from 
all nations, where are we to seek for our Aborigines ? 
AWelsh triad — and a Welsh is presumed to be a British — 
has commemorated an epoch when these mighty realms 
were a region of impenetrable forests and impassable mo- 
rasses, and their sole tenants were wolves, bears, and 
beavers, and wild cattle. Who were the first human 
beings in this lone world ? 

Every people have had a fabulous age. Priests and 
poets invented, and traditionists expatiated; we discover 

Vol. I.— 1 

* Ben Jonson. 
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gods who seem to have been men, or men who resemble 
gods ; we read in the form of prose what had once been a 
poem ; imaginations so wildly constructed, and afterward 
as strangely allegorised, served as the milky food of the 
children of society, quieting their vague curiosity, and cir- 
cumscribing the illimitable unknown. The earliest epoch 
of society is unapproachable to human inquiry. Greece, 
with all her ambiguous poetry, was called " the menda- 
cious ;" credulous Rome rested its faith on five centuries 
of legends ; and our Albion dates from that unhistorical 
period when, as our earliest historian, the Monk of Mon- 
, mouth, aiming at probability, affirms, " there were but a 
few giants in the land,"* and these the more melancholy 
Gildas, to familiarize us with hell itself, accompanied by 
" a few devils." Every people, however, long acknowl- 
edged, with national pride, beings as fabulous, in those 
tutelary heroes who bore their own names. 

The landing of Brutus with his fugitive Trojans on 
" the White Island," and here founding a " Troy-novant," 
was one of the results of the immortality of Homer, though 
it came reflected through his imitator Virgil, whose Latin 
in the mediaeval ages was read when Greek was unknown. 
The landing of iEneas on the shores of Italy, and the 
pride of the Romans in their Trojan ancestry, as their flat- 
tering Epic sanctioned, every modem people, in their 

* The existence of these giants was long historical, and their real 
origin was in the fourth verse of the fifth chapter of Genesis, which 
no commentator shall ever explain. Aylet Sammes in his '* Bri- 
tannia Antiqua Illustrata, or the Antiquities of Ancient Britain de- 
rived firom the Phenicians,'* has particularly noticed ** two teeth of 
a certain giant, of such a huge higness, that two hundred such teeth 
as men now-a-days have might be cut out of them.'' Becanus and 
Camden had however observed, that ** the bones of sea-fish had been 
taken for giants' bones; — but can it be rationally supposed that men 
ever entombed fishes ?" triumphant in his arguments, exclaims Aylet 
Sammes. The revelations of geology had not yet been surmised, 
even by those who had discovered that giants were but sea-fish. So 
progressive is all human knowledge. 
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jealousy of antiquity, eagerly adopted, and claimed a lineal 
descent from some of this spmrious progeny of Priam. 
The idle humor of the learned flattered the imaginations 
of their countrymen ; and each, in his own land, raised up 
a fictitious personage who was declared to have left his 
name to the people. The excess of their patriotism ex- 
posed their forgeries, while every pretended Trojan be- 
trayed a Gothic name. France had its Francion, Ireland 
its Iberus, the Danes their Danus, and the Saxons their 
Saxo. The descent of Brutus into Britain is even ten- 
derly touched by so late a writer as our Camden ; for 
while he abstains from affording us either denial or assent, 
he expends his costly erudition in furnishing every refiita- 
tion which had been urged against the preposterous exist- 
ence of these fabulous founders of every European people. 

Such is the corruption of the earliest history, either to 
gratify the idle pride of a people, or to give completeness 
to inquiries extending beyond human knowledge. Even 
Buchanan, to gratify the ancestral vanity of his country- 
men, has recorded the names of three hundred fabulous 
monarchs, and presents a nomenclature without an event ; 
and in his classical latinity we must silently drop a thou- 
sand unhistorical years. Even Henry and Whitaker, 
in the gravity of English history, sketched the manners 
and the characteristics of an unchronicled generation from 
the fragmentary romances of Ossian. 

Cesar imagined that the inhabitants of the interior of 
Britain, a fiercer people than the dwellers on the coasts, 
were an indigenous race. But the philosophy of Cesar 
did not exceed that of Horace and Ovid, who conceived 
no other origin of man than Mater Terra. Man indeed 
was formed out of " the dust of the ground," but the divine 
spirit alone could have dictated the history of primeval 
man in the solitude of Eden. To Cesar was not revealed 
that man was an oriental creature ; that a single locality 
served as the cradle of the human race ; and that the gene- 
rations of man were the oflfspring of a single pair, when 



4 TBS DRXriDICAL INSTITUTION. 

once " the whole earth was of one language and of one 
speech." — " And there is no antiquity but this that can tell 
any other beginnings* exclaims our honest Yerstegan, ex- 
ulting in his Teutonic blood, while furnishing an extraor- 
dinary evidence of the retreat of Tuisco and his Teutons 
from the conspiracy against the skies * 

The dispersion of Babel, and, consequently, the diver- 
sity of languages, is the mysterious link which connects 
sacred and profane History. There is but a single point 
whence human nature begins — the universe has been 
populated by migrations. Wherever the human being is 
found, he has been transplanted ; however varied in struc- 
ture and dissimilar in dialect, the first inhabitants of every 
land were not bom there : unlike plants and animals, which 
seem coeval with the region in which they are found, 
never removing from the soul they occupy. Thus the 
miracle of Holy Writ solves the enigmas of philosophical 
theories ; of more than one Adam, of distinct stocks of 
mankind, and of the mechanism of language — vague con- 
jectures and contested opinions ! which have left us with- 

• The miraculous event was perpetuated by the whole Teutonic 
people, ^^whUe it was fresh in their memories,'^ as our hone^f Saxon 
asserts ; hence to this day we in our Saxon English, and our Teuton- 
ic kinsmen and neighbors ia their idiom, describe a confusion of idle 
talk by the term of Babel, now written from our harsh love of super- 
numerary consonants BdtbU ; and any such workmen of Babel are 
•till indicated as BabbUra,-^*^ A destitution of Decayed Intelligence,*' 
138, 4to. Antwerp, 1606. 

The erudite Menage offers a memorable evidence of the precarious 
condition of Etymology when it connects things which have no other 
affinity than that which depends on sounds. See his Dictionnaire 
Etymohgique, ou Origines de la Langue Francoise, ad verbum Basil. 
Not satisfied with the usual authorities deduced from Babel, this ver- 
bal sage appeals to us English to demonstrate the natural connexion 
between Babbling and Childishness ; for thus he has shrewdly opined 
** The English in this manner have Babble and Baby /" 

After all the convulsion of lips at Babel, and confusion among the 
etymologists, the word is Hebrew, which, with a few more such, are 
found in many languages. 
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out even a conception how the human being is white, or 
tawny, or sable ; or how the first letters of the alphabet 
are Aleph and B^t, or Alpha and Beta, or A and B ! 

In tracing the origin of nations, later speculators have 
therefore more discreetly, though not wanting in hardy 
conjectures or fanciful affinities, conducted people after 
people, from the mysterious fount of human existence in 
the Asian region. Through countless centuries they have 
followed the myriads who, propelling each othel, took the 
right or the left, as chance led them : vanished nations 
may have received names which they themselves might 
not have recognised. Kelt or Kimmerian, Scandinavian 
or Goth, Phenician or Iberian, have been hurried to the 
Isles of Britain. Their tale is older, though less " divine," 
than the tale of Troy ; and the difficulty remains to unravel 
the reahty of the fabulous. The learned have rarely sat- 
isfied their consciences in arranging their dates in the con- 
fusictfi of unnoted time ; nor in that other confusion of races, 
often mingling together under one common appellative, 
have they always agreed in assigning that ancient people 
who were the progenitors of the modem nation ; and the 
Aborigines have been more than once described as " an 
ancient people whose name is unknown." In the pride of 
erudition, and the irascibility of confutation, they have in- 
volved themselves in interminable discussions, yet one 
might be seduced to adopt any hypothesis, for more or less 
each bears some ambiguous evidence, or some startling 
circumstance sufficient to rock the dreaming antiquary, and 
to kindle the bitter blood of pedantic patriots. The origin 
of the population of Europe and the first inhabitants of 
our British Isles has produced some antiquarian romances^ 
often ingenious and amusing, till the romancers turn out to 
be mere polemics, and give us angry words amid the most 
quaint fancies. This theme, still continued, becomes a 
cavern of antiquity, where many waving their torches, the 
light has sometimes fallen on an unperceived angle ; but 
the scattered light has shown the depth and the darknesa^ 
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Among those shadows of time we grasp at one certainty. 
Whoever might be the first-comers to this solitary island, 
when we obtain any knowledge of the inhabitants, we are 
struck by their close resemblance to those tribes of savage 
life whom our navigators have discovered, and who are 
now found in almost a primitive state among that innume- 
rable cluster of what has recently been designated the 
Polynesian Isles. The Aborigines of Britain took the 
same modes of existence, and fell into similar customs. 
We discover their rude population divided into jealous 
tribes, in perpetual battle with one another ; they lived in 
what Hobbes has called the status belli, with no notion of 
the meum and the tuum ; in the same community of their 
women as was found in Otaheite ;* and with the same ig- 
norance of property, when its representative in some form 
was not yet invented. Our Aborigines resembled these 
races even in their personal appearance ; a Polynesian 
chief has been drawn and colored after the life, and the 
figure exhibits the perfect picture of an ancient Briton, al- 
most naked, the body painted red ;, the British savage chose 
blue, and made deep incision in the flesh to insert his in- 
delible woad.t The fierce eye, and the bearded lip, with 

* Julia, the empress of Severus, once in raillery remonstrated witk 
a British female against this singular custom, which annulled every 
ocmnubial tie. The British woman, whose observation had evidently 
been enlarged during her visit to Rome^ retorted by her disdain of 
the more polished corruption of the greater nation. ^<We British 
women greatly differ from the Romaa ladies, for we follow in public 
the men whom we esteem the most worthy, while the Roman womoi 
yield themselves secretly to the vilest of men." 

Such was the noble sentiment which broke forth from a lady of 
savage education — it was, however, but a savage's view of social 
Iffe. This fbmale Briton had not felt how much remained of life 
which she had not taken into her view ; when the attractions of hor 
sex had ceased, and the season of flowers had passed, she was left 
without her connubial lord amid a progeny who had no father. 

t This practice of savage races may have originated in a natural 
eireumstance. The naked body by this slight covering is protected 
fhnn the atmosphere, iVom insects, and other inconveniences to which 
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the long hair scattered to the waist, exhibit the Briton as 
he was seen by Cesar, and, a century afterward, as the 
British monarch Caractacus appeared before the emperor 
Claudius at Rome : his sole ornaments consisted of an iron 
collar, and an iron girdle ; but as his naked majesty had 
his skin painted with figures of animals, however rudely, 
this was probably a distinctive dress of British royalty. 
These Britons lived in thick woods, herding among circu- 
lar huts of reed, as we find other tribes in this early state 
of society ; and submissive to the absolute dominion of a 
priesthood of magicians, as we find even among the Es- 
quimaux ; and performing sanguinary rites similar to those 
of the ancient Mexicans : we are struck with the convic- 
tion that men in a parallel condition remain but uniform 
beings. 

It seems a solecism in the intellectual history of man to 
discover among such a semi-barbarous people a govern- 
ment of sages, who, we are assured, " invented and taught 
such philosophy and other learning as were never read of 
nor heard of by any men before."* This paradoxical in- 
cident deepens in mystery when we are to be taught that 
the druidical institution of Britain was Pythagorean, or 
patriarchal, or Braminical. The presumed encyclopedic 
knowledge which this order possessed, and the singular 
customs which they practised, have afibrded sufficient 

the unclothed are exposed. But though it may not have been con- 
sidered merely as personal finery, which seems sometimes to have 
been the case, it became a refinement of barbarism when they paint- 
ed their bodies firightfolly to look terrible to the enemy. 

♦ See Mr. Tate*s twelve questions about the Druids, "with Mr. 
Jones's answers ; a learned Welsh scholar who commented on the 
ancient laws of his nation. — Toland's History of the Druids. 

A later Welsh scholar affirms, <' beyond all doubt there has been 
an era when science diffused a light among the Cynuy — in a very 
early period of the world." — Owen^s Heroic Elegies of Llywarc Hen, 
Preface, xxi. 

This style is traditional and still kept up among Welsh and Irish 
scholars, who seem familiar with an antiquity beyond record. 
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analogies and affinities to maintain the occult and remote 
origin of Druidism. Nor has this notion been the mere 
phantom of modem system-makers. It was a subject of 
inquiry among the ancients whether the Druids had re- 
ceived their singular art of teaching, by secret initiation, 
and the prohibition of all writing, with their doctrine of 
the pre-existence and transmigration of souls, from Py- 
thagoras ; or, whether this philosopher, in his universal 
travels, had not alighted among the Druids, and had passed 
through their initiation ?* This discussion is not yet obso- 
lete, and it may still offer all the gust of novelty. A Welsh 
antiquary, according to the spirit of Welsh antiquity, in- 
sists that the Druidical system of the Metempsychosis was 
conveyed to the Bramins of India by a former emigration 
from Wales ; but the reverse may have occurred, if we 
trust the elaborate researches which copiously would dem- 
onstrate that the Druids were a scion of the oriental 
family.! Every point of the Druidical history, from its 
mysterious antiquity, may terminate with reversing the 
proposition. A recent writer confidently intimated that 
the knowledge of Druidism must be searched for in the 
Talmudical writings ; but another, in return, asserts that 
llie Druids were older than the Jews. 

Whence and when the British Druids transplanted 
themselves to this lone world amid the ocean, bringing 
with them all the wisdom of far-antiquity, to an uncivilized 
race, is one of those events in the history of man which 

• ToUmd's History of the Xhuids in his Miscellaneous Works, 
ii. 163. 

t The Celtic Druidiy or an Mtempt to show that the Druids were 
the Priests of Oriental Colonies, who emigrated from India, By 
Godfrey Higgins, Esq. London, 1329. 

This is a quarto volume abounding with recondite researches and 
many fancies. It is more repulsive, by the absurd abuse of ^Uhe 
Christian priests who destroyed their (the Druids') influence, and 
unnerved the arms of their gallant followers.'' There are philo- 
sophical fanatics ! 
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no historian can write. It is evident that they long pre« 
served what they had brought ; since the Druids of Gaul 
were fain to resort to the Druids of Britain to renovate 
their instruction. 

The Druids have left no record of themselves ; they 
seemed to have disdained an immortality separate from 
the existence of their order ; but the shadow cf their glory 
is reflected for ever in the verse of Lucan, and the prose 
of Cesar. The poet imagined that if the knowledge of 
the gods was known to man, it had been alone revealed to 
these Priests of Britain. The narrative of the historian 
is comprehensive, but, with all the philosophical cast of 
his mind and the intensity of his curiosity, Cesar was not 
a Druid ;* and only a Druid could have written — had he 
dared ! — on Druidheacht — a sacred, unspeakable word 
at which the people trembled in their veneration. 

The British Druids constituted a sacred and a secret 
society, religious, political, and literary. In the rude 
mechanism of society in a state of pupilage, the first ele- 
ments of govenmient, however gross, or even puerile, were 
the levers to lift and to sustain the unhewn masses of the 
barbaric mind. Invested with all privileges and immuni- 
ties, amid that transient omnipotence which man in his first 
feeble condition can confer, the wild children of society 
crouched together before those illusions which superstition 
so easily forges ; but the supernatural dominion lay in the 
secret thoughts of the people ; the marauder had not the 

* Cesar was a keen observer of the Britons. He characterizes 
the Kentish men, Ex his omnibus longi sunt humanissimi — ^' Of all 
this people the Kentish are fkr the most humane.'' Cesar describes 
the British boats to have the keel and masts of the lightest wood, 
their bodies of wicker covered with leather ; and the hero and sage 
was taught a lesson by the barbarians, for Cesar made use of these 
in Spain to transport his soldiers — a circumstance which Lucan has 
recorded. In the size and magnitude of Britain, confiding to the 
exaggerated accounts of the captives, he was mistaken } but he ac- 
knowledges, that many things he heard of, he had not himself ob- 
served. 
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daring to touch the open treasure as it lay in the consecra- 
ted grove ; and a single word from a Druid for ever with- 
ered a human being, " cut down like grass." The loyahy 
of the land was a religion of wonder and fear, and to dis- 
pute with a Druid was a state-crime. 

They were a secret society, for whatever was taught 
was forbidden to be written ; and not only their doctrines 
and their sciences were veiled in this sacred obscurity, but 
the laws which governed the commimity were also oral. 
For the people, the laws, probably, were impartially admin- 
istered ; for the Druids were not the people, and without 
their 83rmpathies, these judges at least sided with no party. 
But if these sages, amid the conflicting interests of the multi- 
tude, seemed placed above the vicissitudes of humanity, their 
own more solitary passions were the stronger, violently 
compressed within a higher sphere : ambition, envy, and 
revenge, those curses of nobler minds, often broke their 
dreams. The election of an Arch-Druid was sometimes 
to be decided by a battle. Some have been chronicled by 
a surname which indicates a criminal. No king could act 
without a Druid by his side, for peace or war were on his 
lips ; and whenever the order made conunon cause, wo to the 
kingdom !* It was a terrible hierarch. The golden knife 
which pruned the mistletoe beneath the mystic oak, immo- 
lated the human victim. 

The Druids were the common fathers of the British 
youth, for they were the sole educators ; but the genius of 
the order admitted of no inept member. For the Acolyte 
unendowed with the faculty of study all initiation ceased ; 
nature herself had refused this youth the glory of Druid- 
ism ; but he was taught the love of his country. The 
Druidical lyre kindled patriotism through the land, and the 
land was saved — for the Druids ! 

The Druidical custom of unwritten instruction was 
ingeniously suggested by Cicero as designed to prevent 

♦ Toland's Hist, of the Druids, 56. 
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their secret doctrines from being divulged to those unwor- 
thy or ill fitted to receive them, and to strengthen the 
memory of their votaries by its continued exercise ; but 
we may suspect, that this barbarous custom of this most 
ancient sodality began at a period when they themselves 
neither read nor wrote, destitute of an alphabet of their 
own ; for when the Druids had learned from the Greeks 
their characters, they adopted them in all their public and 
private affairs. We learn that the Druidical sciences were 
contained in twenty thousand verses, which were to prompt 
their perpetual memory. Such traditional science could not 
be very progressive ; what was to be got by rote no disciple 
would care to consider obsolete, and a century might elapse 
without furnishing an additional couplet. The Druids, like 
some other institutions of antiquity, by not perpetuating 
their doctrines, or their secrets, in this primeval state of 
theology and philosophy, by writing, have effectually con- 
cealed their own puerile simplicity. But the monuments 
of a people remain to perpetuate their character. We may 
judge of the genius or state of the Druidical arts and sci- 
ences by such objects. We are told that the Druids were 
so wholly devoted to nature that they prohibited the use of 
any tool in the construction of their rude works ; all are 
uidiewn masses, or heaps of stones ; such are their cairns 
and cromleches and comeddes, and that wild architecture 
whose stones hang on one another, still frowning on the 
plains of Salisbury.* A circle of stones marked the con- 

♦ The origin of Stonehenge is as unknown as that of the pyra- 
mids. As it is evident that those huge masses could not have been 
raised and fixed without the machinery of art, Mr. Owen, the Welsh 
antiquary, infers, that this building, if such it may be called, could 
not have been erected till that later period when the Druidical genius 
declined and submitted to Christianity, and the Druids were taught 
more skilful masoniy in stone, though without mortar. It has been, 
however, considered, that those masses which have been ascribed to 
the necromancer Merlin, or the more ancient giants, might have been 
the work of the Britons themselves, who, without our knowledge of 
the mechanical powers in transporting or raising ponderous bodies^ 
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secrated limits of the Druidical Tribunal ; and in the midst 
a hillock heaped up for the occasion was the judgment- 
seat. Here, in the open air, in " the eye of light and the 
face of the sun," to use the Bardic style, the decrees were 
pronounced, and the Druids harangued the people. Such 
a scene was exhibited by the Hebrew Patriarchs, from 
whom some imagine these Druids descended ; but whether 
or not the Celtic be of this origin we must not decide by 
any analogous manners or customs, because these are 
nearly similar, wherever we trace a primitive race — so 
imiform is nature, till art, infinitely various, conceals nature 
herself. 

In the depth of antiquity, misty superstition and pristine 
tradition gave a false magnitude to the founders of human 
knowledge ; and our own literary historians who have been 
over-curious about " the Genesis" of their antiquities, have 
inveigled us into the mystic groves of Druidism in all their 
cloudy obscurity. The " Antiquities of the University of 
Oxford" open with " the Originals of Learning in this na- 
tion ;" and our antiquary discerns the first shadowings of 
the University of Oxford in " the universal knowledge" of 
the Druidical Institution in " ethics, politics, civil law, 
divinity, and poetry." Such are the reveries of an anti- 
quary. 

it is alleged^ were men of mighty force and stature, whose co-opera- 
tion might have done what would be difficolt even to our mechanical 
science. The lauces, helmets, and swords of these Britons show the 
vast size and strength of those who wore them. The native Ameri- 
cans, as those in Peru, unaided by the engines we apply to those 
purposes, have raised up such vast stones in building their temples as 
the architect of the present time would not perhaps hazard the at- 
tempt to remove. Essays by a Society at Exeter, 114. 
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BRITAIN AND THE BRITONS. 

Britain stood as the boundary of the universe, beyond 
which all was air and water — and long it was ere the treia- 
bling coasters were certain whether Britain was an island 
or a continent, a secret probably to the dispersed natives 
themselves. It was the triumphant fleet of Agricola, nearly 
a century ailer the descent of Cesar, which, encircling it, 
proclaimed to the imiverse that Britain was an island. 
From that day Albion has lifled its white head embraced 
by the restless ocean, but oRen betrayed by that treacher* 
ous guardian, she became the possession of successive 
races. 

Nations have derived their names from some accidental 
circumstance; some pecidiarity marking their national 
character, or descriptive of the site of their country. The 
names of our island and of our islanders have exercised 
the inquiries, and too oflen the ingenuity, of our antiquarian 
etymologists. There are about half a hundred origins of 
the name of Britain ; some absurd, many fanciful, all un- 
certain.^ Our primitive ancestors distinguished themselves, 
in pride or simplicity, as BrUh and Brithon ; Btith signi- 
fied stained, and Brithon^ a stained man, according to 
Camdon.t The predilection for coloring their bodies in* 

* See the opening of Speed's Chronicle. 

f The historian of our land in the solemnity of his high offieei 
unwilling that on obscure Welsh prince named Prydain should have 
left his immemorable name to this glorious realm, as a Welsh triad 
professes, was delighted to draw the national name out of the native 
tongue, appositely descriptive of the prevalent custom. But when, 
seduced by this siren of etymology, our grave Camden, to display 
the passion of a painted people for colors, collects a long list of 
ancient British names of Polysyllabic elongation, and culls fVom each 
a single syllable which by its sound he conceives aUudes to blue, or 
red, or yellow, our sage, in proving more than was requisite, has 
encumbered his cause and has thrown suspicion over the whole. 
The doom of the etymologist, so often duped by afllnity of tWinds, 
seems to have been that of our judicious Camden. 

Vol. I.— 2 
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duced the civilized Romans to designate the people who 
were driven to the Caledonian forests as Picts, or a painted 
people. 

That the native term of Brith or Brithon, by its curt 
harshness, would clash on the modulating ear of the Greek 
voyager, or the Latin poet, seems probable, for by them it 
was amplified. And thus we owe to sonorous antiquity the 
name now famous as their own, for Britannia first ap- 
peared in their writings, bequeathed to us by the masters 
of the world as their legacy of glory. 

To the knowledge of the Romans the island exceeded 
in magnitude all other islands ; and they looked on this 
island with pride and anxiety, while they dignified Britain 
as the " Roman island." The Romans even personified 
the insular Genius with poetic conceptions. Britannia is 
represented as a female seated on a rock, armed with a 
spear, or leaning on a prow, while the ship beside her at- 
tests her naval power. We may yet be susceptible of the 
prophetic flattery, when we observe the Roman has also 
seated her on a globe, with the sjrmbol of mihtary power, 
and the ocean rolling under her feet.* 

The tale of these ancient Britons who should have been 
our ancestors, is told by the philosophical historian of an- 
tiquity. Under successive Roman governors they still re- 
mained divided by native factions: "A circumstance," 
observes Tacitus, " most useful for us, among such a pow- 
erful people, where each combating singly, all are subdued." 
A century, as we have said, had not elapsed from the 
landing of Cesar to the administration of Agricola. That 
enlightened general changed the policy of former govern- 
ors ; he allured the Britons from their forest-retreats and 
reedy roofs to partake of the pleasures of a Roman city — 
to dwell in houses, to erect lofty temples, and to indulge in 
dissolving baths. The barbarian who had scorned the Ro- 

♦ Evelyn's Numismata. Pinkerton has engraven ten of these 
Britannias struck by the Romans in his " Essay on Medals.'* 



^BRITAIN AND TH15 BRITONS. 15 

man tongue, now felt the ambition of Roman eloquence ; 
and the painted Briton of Cesar was enveloped in the Ro- 
man toga. Severus, in another century after Agricola, as 
an extraordinary evidence of his successful government, 
appealed to Britain — " Even the Britons are quiet !" ex- 
claimed the emperor. The tutelary genius of Rome through 
four centuries preserved Britain — even from the Britons 
themselves ; but the Roman policy was fatal to the nation- 
al character, and when the day arrived that their protector 
forsook them, the Britons were left among their ancient 
discords : for provincial jeaWusies, however concealed by 
circumstances, are never suppressed ; the fire lives in its 
embers ready to be kindled. 

The island of Britain, itself not extensive, was broken 
into petty principalities ; we are told that there were nearly 
two hundred kinglings, the greater part of whom did not 
presume to wear crowns. Sometimes they united in their 
jealousies of some paramount tyrant ; but they raged among 
themselves ; and the passion of Gildas has figured them 
as " the Lioness of Devonshire" encountering a " Lion's 
Whelp" in Dorsetshire, and " the Bear-Baiter," trembling 
before his regal brother, " the Great Bull-Dog." " These 
kings were not appointed by God," exclaims the British 
Jeremiah ; he who wrote under the name of Gildas. Thus, 
the Britons formed a powerless aggregate, and never a na- 
tion. The naked Irish haunted their shores, covering their 
sea with piracy ; and the Picts rushed firom their forests — 
giants of the North who, if Gildas does not exaggerate, 
even dragged down from their walls the amazed Britons. 
Such a people in their terrified councils were to be suppli- 
ants to the valor of foreigners ; from that hour they were 
doomed to be chased from their natal soil. They invited, 
or they encouraged, another race to become their merce- 
naries or their allies. The small and the great from other 
shores hastened to a new dominion. Britain then became 
" a field of fortune to every adventurer when nothing less 
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tliaii kingdoms were the prize of every fortunate com- 
mander."* 

We have now the history of a people whose enemies 
inhabited their ancient land: the flame and the sword 
ceaselessly devouring the soil ; their dominion shrinking 
in space and the people diminishing in number ; victory 
for them was fatal as defeat. The disasters of the Britons 
pursued them through the despair of almost two centuries ; 
it would have been the history of a whole people ever re- 
treating, yet hardly in flight, had it been written. Shall we 
refuse on the score of their disputed antiquity the evidence 
of the Welsh bards ? The wild grandeur of the melan- 
choly poetry of those ancient Britons attests the reality of 
their story and the depth of their emotion.f 

We have spun the last thread of our cobweb, and we 
know not on what points it hangs, such irreconcilable hy» 
potheses are offered to us by our learned antiquaries, when- 
ever they would account for the origin or the disappearance 
of a whole people. The mystery deepens and the confu- 
sion darkens amid contradictions and incredibilities, when 
the British historian contemplates in the perspective the 
Fata Morgana of another Britain on the opposite shores of 
the ancient Armorica, another Britain in La Bretagne. 

The ancient Armorica was a district extending from the 
Loire to the Seine, about sixty leagues, and except on the 
land-side, which joined Poictou, is encircled by the ocean. 
Composed of several small states, in the decline of the 
Roman empire they shook off" the Roman yoke, and their 
independence was secured by the obscurity of their seques- 
tered locality. 

The tale runs, that Maximus, having engaged his pro- 
vincial Britons in his ambitious schemes, rewarded their 
military aid by planting them in one of these Armorican 
communities. To give color to this tradition the story adds, 

• Maton. 

t See Mr. Turner's able Vindication of the Genuineness of the 
Ancient British Bards. 
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that this Roman general had a considerable interest in 
Wales, " having married the daughter of a powerful chief- 
tain, whose chapel at Carnarvon is still shown."* The 
marriage of this future Roman emperor with a Welsh prin- 
cess would serve as an embellishment to a Welsh gene- 
alogy. This event must have occurred about the year 384. 
When the Britons were driven out of their country by 
faithless allies, Armorica would offer an easy refuge for 
fugitives ; there they found brothers already settled, or 
friends willing to receive them.f 

In this uncertainty of history amid the dreams of theo- 
retical antiquaries, we cannot doubt that at some time there 
was a powerful colony of Britons in Armorica ; they ac- 
quired dominion as well as territory. They changed their 
masterless Armorican state to which they were transplanted 
from an aristocracy into a monarchy, that government to 
which they had been accustomed ; they consecrated the 
strange land by the baptism of their own national name, 

• Warton draws his knowledge fVom Howland's Mona Antiqaa ; 
Geoffry of Monmouth would have extended his inquiry. Camden, 
judicious as he was, has actually bestowed the kingdom, as well as 
the princess, on this Roman general ; and Gibbon has sarcastically 
noticed that Camden has been authority for all "his blind followers.'* 
The source of this sort of history lies in the volume of the Monk 
of Monmouth, where Gibbon might have found the number of the 
numerous army of Maximus. Rowland's Mona Antiqua Restaurata 
is one of the most extraordinary pieces of our British Antiquities. 
It is written with the embrowned rust of our old English Antiqua- 
ries, where nothing on a subject seems to be omitted j but our author, 
unlike his contemporary antiquaries, is skeptical even on his own 
acquisitions ; he asserts little and assumes nothing. One may con- 
ceive the native simplicity of an author, who having to describe the 
Isle of Anglesey, opens his work with the history of Chaos itself, 
to explain by the division of land and water the origin of islands. 
I have heard that this learned antiquary never travelled from his 
native island. 

t L'Art de verifier les Dates, article Britagm, is thrown into utter 
confusion. It seems, however, to indicate that there were many 
migrations ; but all is indistinct or uncertain. 

2* 
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and to this day it is called Bretagne, or Britain ; and surely 
the Britons carried with them all their home-affections, for 
they made the new country an image of the old ; not only 
had they stamped on it the British name, but the Britons of 
Cornwall called a considerable district by their own provin- 
cial name, known in France as " le Pays de Comouaille ;" 
and their speech perpetuated their vernacular Celtic. At the 
siege of Belleisle in 1756, the honest Britons of the princi- 
pality among our soldiery were amazed to find that they and 
the peasants of Brittany were capable of conversing together. 
This expatriation reminds us of the emotions of the first 
settlers in the New World. Ancient Spain reflected her- 
self in her New Spain ; and our first emigrants called their 
" plantations" " New England ;" distributing local names 
borrowed from the land of their birth — undying memori- 
als of their parent source ! 

This singular event in the civil annals of the ancient 
Britons has given rise to a circumstance unparalleled in the 
literary history of every people, for it has often involved in 
a mysterious confusion a part of our literary and historical 
antiquities. The Britain in France is not always discrimi- 
nated from our own ; and this double Britain at idmes be- 
comes provokingly mystifying. Two eminent antiquaries, 
Douce and Ritson, sometimes conceived that Bretagne 
meant England ; a circumstance which might upset a 
whole hypothesis. 

In the fastnesses of Wales, on the heights of Caledonia, 
and on the friendly land of Armorica, are yet tracked the 
fugitive and ruined Britons. It is most generally conceded, 
that they retreated to the western coasts of England, and 
that, often discomfited, they took their last refuge in those 
" mountain heights" of Cambria. 

Their shadowy Arthur has left an undying name in ro- 
mance, and is a nonentity in history. Whether Arthur was 
a mortal commander, heading some kings of Britain, or 
whether religion and policy were driven to the desperate 
effort for rallying their fugitives by a national name, and 
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"a hope deferred," like the Sebastian of Portugal, this far- 
famed chieftain could never have been a fortunate general ; 
he displayed his inyincibility but in some obscure and re- 
mote locality ; he struck no terror among his enemies, for 
they have left his name unchronicled ; nor living, have the 
bards distinguished his pre-eminence. " The grave of Ar- 
thur is a mystery of the world," exclaimed Taliessin, the 
great bard of the Britons. But the mortal who vanished 
in the cloud of conflict had never seen death ; and to the 
last, the Britons awaited for the day of their redeemer 
when Arthur should return in his immortality, accompanied 
by " the Flood-King of the Deluge," frowi the Inys Avallon, 
the Isle of the Mystic Apple-tree, their Eden or their Elys- 
ium. Arthur was a myth half-Christian and half-Druidical. 
In Armorica as in Wales, his coming was long expected, 
till " Esperance bretonne" became proverbial for all chimer- 
ical hopes. 

Thus, the Aborigines of this island vanished, but their 
name is still attached to us. The Anglo-Saxons became 
our progenitors, and the Saxon our mother-tongue. Yet so 
complex and incongruous is the course of time, that we 
still call ourselves Britons, and " true Britons ;" and the 
land we dwell in Great Britain. Nor is it less remarkable, 
that the days of the Christian week commemorate the 
names of seven Saxon idols.* There are improbabilities 
and incongruities in authentic history, as hard to reconcile 
as any we meet with in wild romance. 

During six centuries the Saxons and the Normans com- 
bined to banish from the public mind the history of the 
Britons : it was lost ; it did not exist even among the Brit- 
ons in Wales. In the reign of Henry the First, an arch- 
deacon of Oxford, who was that king's justiciary, being 
curious in ancient histories, opportunely brought out of 
" Britain in France," " a very ancient b9ok in the British 

• Verstegan has finely engraved these idols in his " Restitution,'' 
10 delighted was this Teutonic Christian with these hideous absurd- 
ities of his pagan ancestors, and so proud of his Saxon desc««l. 
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tongue." This book, which still forms the gordian knot of 
the antiquary, he confided to the safe custody and fertile 
genius of Geoffry, the Monk of Monmouth. It contained 
a regular story of the British kings, opening with Brute, 
the great grandson of Priam in this airy generation ; kings 
who, Geoffry " had often wondered, were wholly unnoticed 
by Gildas and Bede." — "Yet," adds our historian, "their 
deeds were celebrated by many people in a pleasant manner^ 
and by heart, as if they had been vmtten." This remarka- 
ble sentence aptly describes that species of national songs 
which the early poets have always provided for the people, 
traditions which flpat before history is written. Whether 
this very ancient British book, almost five centuries old, 
was a volume of these poetical legends, which our historian 
might have arranged into that " regular history" which is 
furnished by his Latin prose version, we are left without 
the means of ascertaining, since it proved to be the only 
copy ever found, and was never seen after the day of the 
translation. The Monk of Monmouth does not arrogate to 
himself any other merit than that of a faithful translator, 
and with honest simplicity warns of certain additions, 
which, even in a history of two thousand years contained 
in a small volume, were found necessary. 

We are told that the Britons who passed over into 
France, carried with them "their archives." But there 
were other Britons who did not fly to the sixty leagues of 
Armorica ; and of these the only " archives" we hear of are 
those which the romancers so perpetually assure us may 
be consulted at Caerlon, or some other magical residence 
of the visionary Arthur. The Armorican colony must have 
formed but a portion of the Britons ; and it would be un- 
reasonable to suppose, that these fugitives could by any 
human means sequestrate and appropriate for themselves 
the whole history of the nation, without leaving a fragment 
behind. Yet nothing resembling the Armorican originals 
has been traced among the Welsh. Our Geoffry modestly 
congratulates his contemporary annalists, while he warns 
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them off the preserve where Ues his own well-stocked 
game. And thus he speaks : " The history of the kings 
who were the successors in Wales of those here recorded, 
I leave to Karadoc of Lancarven, as I do also the kings of 
the Saxons to WilUam of Malmesbury and Henry of Hun- 
tingdon ; but I advise them to be silent concerning the 
British kihgs, since they have not that book written in the 
British tongue which Walter, archdeacon of Oxford, brought 
out of Britain." Well might Geoffry exult. He possess- 
ed the sole copy ever found in both the Britains. 

The British history is left to speak for itself in a great 
simplicity of narrative, where even the supernatural offers 
no obstacle to the faith of the historian, a history which 
might fascinate a child as well as an antiquary. These 
remote occurrences are substantiated by the careful dates 
of a romantic chronology. Events are recorded which 
happened when David reigned in Judea, and Sylvius Lati- 
nus in Italy, and Gad, Nathan, and Asaph, prophesied in 
Israel. And the incidents of Lear's pathetic story occurred 
when Isaiah and Hosea flourished, and Rome was built by 
the two brothers. It tells of one of the British monarchs, 
how the lady of his love was concealed during seven years 
in a subterraneous palace. On his death, his avengeful 
queen cast the mother and her daughter into the river 
which still bears that daughter's name, Sabrina, or the 
Severn, and was not forgotten by Drayton. Another inci- 
dent adorns a canto of Spenser ; the Lear came down to 
Shakspere, as the fraternal feuds of Ferrex and Porrex 
created our first tragedy by Sackville. There are other 
tales which by their complexion betray their legendary 
origin. 

Whatever assumed the form of history was long deem- 
ed authentic ; and such was the authority of this romance 
of Geoflfry, that when Edward the First claimed the crown 
of Scotland in his letter to the pope, he founded his right 
on a passage in Geoffry's book : doubtless this very pas- 
sage was held to be as veracious by the Scots themselves^ 
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only that on this occasion they decided to fight against the 
text. Four centuries after Geoffry had written, when 
Henry the Seventh appointed a commission to draw up his 
pedigree, they traced the royal descent from the imaginary 
Brutus, and reckoning all Geoffry's British kings in the 
line — the fairies of history — made the English monarch 
a descendant in the hundredth degree. We now often hear 
of " the fabulous" History of Geoffry of Monmouth ; but 
neither his learned translator in 1718, nor the most emi- 
nent Welsh antiquaries, attach any such notion to a history 
crowded with domestic events, and with names famous, 
yet unknown. 

After the lapse of so many centuries, the scrutinizing 
investigation of a thoughtful explorer in British antiquities 
has demonstrated, through a chain of recondite circum- 
stances, that this History of Geoffry of Monmouth and its 
immediate predecessor, the celebrated Chronicle of the 
pseudo- Archbishop Turpin, were sent forth on the same 
principle on which to this day we publish party pamphlets, 
to influence the spirit of two great nations opposed in in- 
terest and glory to each other ; in a word, that they were 
two Tales of a Tub thrown out to busy those mighty 
whales, France and England.* 

One great result of their successful grasp of the popular 
feelings could never have been contemplated by these 
grave forgers of fabulous history. The Chronicle of Arch- 
bishop Turpin and the British History of Geoffry of Mon- 
mouth became the parents of those two rival families of 
romances, which commemorate the deeds of the Paladins 
of Charlemagne, and the Knights of Arthur, the delight 
of three centuries. 

The Welsh of this day possess very ancient manuscripts 
which they cherish as the remains of the ancient Britons. 
These preserve the deep strains of poets composed in tri- 
umph or in defeat, the poetry of a melancholy race. 

• Turner's History of England during the Middle Ages, iv., 326. 
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Gray first attuned the Cymry harp to British notes, more 
poetical than the poems themselves, while others have 
devoted their pens to translation, mihappily not always 
master of the language of their version. These manu- 
scripts contain also a remarkable body of fiction in the 
Mabinogion, or juvenile amusements, a collection of prose 
tales combining the marvellous and the imaginative. 
Some are chivalric and amatory, stamped with the man- 
ners and customs of the middle ages ; others apparently of 
a much higher antiquity, like all such national remains, 
are considered mythological; some there are not well 
adapted, perhaps, to the initiation of youth. Obviously 
they are nothing more than short romances ; but we are 
solemnly assured that the Mabinogion abound with occult 
mysteries, and that simple fiction only served to allure the 
British neophyte to bardic mysticism. A learned writer, 
who is apt to view old things in a new light, and whose 
boldness invigorates the creeping toil of the antiquary re- 
veals the esoteric doctrine — " the childhood alluded to in 
their title is an early and preparatory stage of initiation ; 
they were calculated to inflame curiosity, to exercise in- 
genuity, and lead the aspirant gradually into a state of 
preparation for things which ears not long and carefully 
disciplined were unfit to hear."* 

• "Britannia after the Romans." The literary patriotism of 
Wales has been more remarkable among humble individuals than 
among the squirearchy, if we except the ardent Pennant. Mr. Owen 
Jones, an honest furrier in Thames street, kindled by the love of 
fatherland, ofiered the Welsh public a costly present of the " Archai- 
ology of Wales," containing the Bardic poetry, genealogies, triads^ 
chronicles, &c., in their originals : the haughty descendant of the 
Cymry disdained to translate for the Anglo-Saxon. To Mr. Wil- 
liam Owen the lore of Cambria stands deeply indebted for his per- 
severing efibrts. Under the name of Meirion he long continued his 
literal versions of the Welsh bards in the early volumes of the 
Monthly Magazine ; he. has furnished a Cambrian bijc^raphy and a 
Dictionary. 

Some years ago, a learned Welsh scholar, Dr. Owen Pughe, issued 
proposals to publish the Mabinogion^ accompanied by translations, 
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Every people have tales which do not require to be 
written to be remembered, whose shortness is the salt 
which preserves them through generations. Our ances- 
tors long had heard of " Breton lays" and " British tales,** 
from the days of Chaucer to those of Milton ; but it was 
reserved for our own day to ascertain the species, and to 
possess those forgotten yet imaginative effusions of the an- 
cient Celtic genius. Our literary antiquaries have discov- 
ered reposing among the Harleian manuscripts the writings 
of Marie de France,* an Anglo-Norman poetess, who in the 
13th century versified many old Breton Lais, which she 
says " she had heard and well remembered." Who can 
assure us whether this Anglo-Norman poetess gathered her 
old tales, for such she calls them, in the French Britain, 
or the English Britain where she always resided ? 

It is among the Welsh we find a singular form of artificial 
memory which can be traced among no other people. These 
are their triads. Though unauthorized by the learned in 
Celtic antiquities, I have sometimes fancied that in the form 
we may possess a relic of druidical genius. A triad is 
formed by classing together three things, neither more nor 
less, but supposed to bear some affinity, though a fourth or 
a fifth might occur with equal claim to be admitted into 
the category.t To connect three things together apparently 

on the completion of a subscription list sufficient to indemnify the 
costs of printing. — See Mr. Croflon Croker^s interesting Work on 
Fairy Legends, vol. iii. He appealed in vain to the public, but the 
whole loss remains with them. Recently, a munificent lady has 
resumed the task, and has presented us in the most elegant form 
with two tales such as ladies read. Since this note was written, 
several cheering announcements of some important works have been 
put forth. 

• See Warton and Ellis. « Poesies de Marie de France" has been 
published by M. de Roquefort, Paris, 1820. 

f « The translators do the triadist an injustice in rendering Tri by 
*Tk» Three* when he has put no The at all. The number was 
accounted fortunate, and they took a pleasure in binding up all their 
ideas into little sheaves or fasciculi of three j but in so doing they did 
not mean to imply that there were no more such." — Britannia after 
Romans, 
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analogous, thougli in reality not so, sufficed for the stores 
of knowledge of a Triadist ; but to fix on any three inci- 
dents for an historical triad, discovered a very narrow range 
of research ; and if designed as an artificial memory, three 
insulated facts, deprived of dates or descriptions or connex- 
ion, neither settled the chronology, nor enlarged the under- 
standing. It is, however, worthy of remark that, when the 
triad is of an ethical cast, the number three may compose 
an excellent aphorism ; for three things may be predicated 
with poignant concision, when they relate to our moral qual- 
ities, or to the intellectual faculties : in this capricious form 
the Triad has often afforded an enduring principle of human 
conduct, or of critical discrimination ; for our feelings are 
less problematical than historical events, and more perma- 
nent than the recollection of three names.* 

* As these artificial associations, like the topics invented by the 
Roman rhetoricians, have been ridiculed by those who have proba^ 
bly formed their notions from unskilful versions, I select a few which 
Ifitight enter into the philosophy of the human mind. They denote 
a literature far advanced in critical refinement, and appear to have 
been composed from the sixth to the twelfth century. 

*^ The three foundations of genius : the gifl of God, human exer« 
tion, and the events of life." 

"The three first requisites of genius : an eye to see nature, a heart 
to feel it, and a resolution that dares follow it." 

*< The three things indispensable to genius : understanding, medi- 
tation, and perseverance. 

" The three things that improve genius : proper exertion, frequent 
exertion, and successful exertion." 

" The three qualifications of poetry : endowment of genius, judg- 
ment from experience, and felicity of thought." 

" The three pillars of judgment : bold design, frequent practice^ 
and frequent mistakes." 

" The three pillars of learning : seeing much, sufiering much, and 
studying much." See Turner's " Vindication of the Ancient British 
Bards." — Owen's Dissertation on Bardism, prefixed to the Heroic 
Elegies of LlywarQ Hen. 

Vol. L— 3 
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THE NAME OF ENGLAND AND OF THE 

ENGLISH. 

Two brothers and adventurers of an obscure Saxon tribe 
raised their ensign at the White Horse on British land : the 
visit v^ras opportune, or it was expected — this remains a 
state secret. Right welcomed by the British monarch and 
his perplexed council amid their intestine dissensions, as 
friendly allies renowned for their short and crooked swords 
called saxons, which had given a generic name to their 
tribes. 

These descendants of Woden, for such even the petty 
chieftains deemed themselves, whose trade was battle and 
whose glory was pillage, showed the spiritless what men 
do who know to conquer, the few against the many. They 
baffled the strong and they annihilated the weak. The 
Britons were grateful. The Saxons lodged in the land till 
they took possession of it. The first Saxon founded the 
kingdom of Kent ; twenty years after, a second in Sussex 
raised the kingdom of the South-Saxons ; in another twenty 
years appeared the kingdom of the West-Saxons. It was 
a century after the earliest arrival that the great emigration 
took place. The tribe of the Angles depopulated their na- 
tive province and flocked to the fertile island, under that 
foeman of the Britons whom the bards describe as " The 
Flame Bearer," and "The Destroyer." Every quality 
peculiar to the Saxons was hateful to the Britons ; even 
their fairness of complexion. Taliessin terms Hengist 
" a white-bellied hackney," and his followers are described 
as of " hateful hue and hateful form." The British poet 
delights to paint " a Saxon shivering and quaking, his white 
hair washed in blood ;" and another sings how " close upon 
the backs of the pale-faced ones were the spear points."* 

* Britannia after the Romans^ 62, 4to. 
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Already the name itself of Britain had disappeared among 
the invaders. Our island was now called " Saxony beyond 
the Sea," or " West Saxon land ;" and when the expatria- 
ted Saxons had alienated themselves from the land of their 
fathers, those who remained faithful to their native hearths 
perhaps proudly distinguished themselves as " the old Sax- 
ons," for by this name they were known by the Saxons in 
Britain. 

Eight separate, but uncertain kingdoms, were raised on 
the soil of Britain, and present a moveable surface of frater- 
nal wars and bafHed rivals. There was one kingdom long 
left kingless, for " No man dared, though never so ambi- 
tious, to take up the sceptre which many had found so hot ; 
the only effectual cure for ambition that I have read" — 
these are the words of Milton. Finally, to use the quaint 
phrase of the Chancellor Whitelock, " the octarchy was 
brought into one." At the end of five centuries the Saxons 
feU prostrate before a stronger race. 

But of all the accidents and the fortunes of the Saxon 
dynasty, not the least surprising is that an obscure town 
in the dutchy of Sleswick, Anglen, is commemorated by 
the transference of its name to one of the great European 
nations. The Angles y or Engles, have given their denom- 
ination to the land of Britain — Engle-land is England, and 
the Engles are the English* 

How it happened that the very name of Britain was 
abolished, and why the Anglian was selected in preference 
to the more eminent race, may offer a philosophical illus- 
tration of the accidental nature of local names. 

There is a tale familiar to us from youth, that Egbert, 

* It is a singular circumstance that our neighbors have preserved 
the name of our country more perfectly than we have done by our 
mutilated term of England, for they write it with antiquarian pre- 
cision, JlngU-terre — the land of the Angles. Our counties bear the 
vestiges of these Saxons expelling or exterminating the native 
Britons, as our pious Camden ejaculates, "by God's wonderM 
providence." 



28 THE NAME OF ENGLAND , 

die more powerful king of the West-Saxons, was crowned 
the first monarch of England, and issued a decree that this 
kingdom of Britain should be called England ; yet an event 
80 strange as to have occasioned the change of the name 
of the whole country remains unauthenticated by any of the 
original writers of our annals.* No record attests that 
Egbert in a soleron coronation assumed the title of " King 
of England." His son and successor never claimed such 
a legitimate title ; and even our illustrious Alfred, subse- 
quently, only styled himself " King of the West-Saxons." 
The story, however, is of ancient standing ; for Matthew 
of Westminister alludes to a similar if not the same inci- 
dent, namely, that by " a common decree of all the Saxon 
kings, it was ordained that the title of the island should no 
longer be Britain, from Brute, but henceforward be called 
from the English, England." Stowe furnishes a positive 
circumstance in this obscure transaction — " Egbert caused 
the brazen image of Cadwaline, king of the Britons, to be 
thrown down." The decree noticed by Matthew of West- 
minister, combined with the fact of pulling down the statu© 
of a popular British monarch, betrays the real motive of 
this singular national change ; whether it were the sugges- 
tion of Egbert, or the unanimous agreement of the assem- 
bled monarchs who were his tributary kings, it was a stroke 
of deep political wisdom ; it knitted the members into one 
conunon body, under one name, abolishing, by legislative 
measures, the very memory of Britain from the land. Al- 
though, therefore, no positive evidence has been produced, 
the state policy carries an internal evidence which yields 
some sanction to the obscure tradition. 

• The diligent investigator of the history of our Anglo-Saxons 
concludes that this unauthorized tale of the coronation and the 
decree of Egbert is unworthy of credence. 

Camden, in his first edition, had fixed the date of the change of 
the name as occurring in the year 810 ; in his second edition he 
corrected it to 800. Holinshed says about 800. Speed gives a much 
later date, 819. It is evident that these disagreeing dates are all 
ed conjectures. 
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It is a nicer difficulty to account for the choice of the 
Anglian name. It might have been preferred to distinguish 
the Saxons of Britain from the Saxons of the Continent ; 
or the name was adopted, being that of the far more nu- 
merous race among these people. Four kingdoms of the 
octarchy were possessed by the Angles. Thus doubtful 
and obscure remains the real origin of our national name, 
which hitherto has hinged on a suspicious fact. 

The casual occurrence of the Engles leaving their 
name to this land has bestowed on our country a foreign 
designation ; and — for the contingency was nearly occur- 
ring — had the kingdom of Northumbria preserved its as- 
cendency in the octarchy, the seat of dominion had been 
altered. In that case, the Lowlands of Scotland would 
have formed a portion of England ; York would have stood 
forth as the metropolis of Britain, and London had been but 
a remote mart for her port and her commerce. Another 
idiom, perhaps too other manners, had changed the whole 
face of the country. We had been Northmen, not South- 
ems ; our neighborhood had not proved so troublesome to 
France. But the kingdom of Wessex prevailed, and be- 
came the sole monarchy of England. Such local con- 
tingencies have decided the character of a whole people.* 

The history of local names is one of the most capri- 
cious and fortuitous in the history of man ; the etymologist 
must not be implicitly trusted, for it is necessary to be ac- 
quainted with the history of a people as much as the history 
of languages, to be certain of local derivations. We have 
recently been cautioned by a sojourner in the most ancient 
of kingdoms,! not too conjSidently to rely on etymology, or 
to assign too positively any reason for the origin of local 
NAMES. No etymologist could have accounted for the name 

• « Mitford's Harmony of Language," 429. I might have placed 
this possible circumstance in the article " A History of Events which 
have not happened," in " Curiosities of Literature." 

t Sir Gardiner Wilkinson, in the curious volume of his recoA- 
dite discoveries in the land of the pyramids. 
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of our nation had he not had recourse to our annals. Sir 
Walter Raleich, from his observations in the New World, 
has confirmed this observation by circumstances which 
probably remain unknown to the present inhabitants. The 
actual names given to those places in America which they 
still retain, are nothing more than the blunders of the first 
Europeans, demanding by signs and catching at words by 
which neither party were intelligible to one another.* 

• History of the World, 167, fo. 1666. We have also a curions 
account of the ancient manner of naming persons and places among 
our own nation in venerable Lambard^s Perambulationa of Keniy 
349, 453. 
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THE ANGLO-SAXONS. 

The history and literature of England are involved in 
the transactions of a people who, living in such remote 
times at the highest of their fortunes, never advanced be- 
yond a semi-civilization. Bat political freedom was the 
hardy and jealous offspring nursed in the forests of Ger- 
many ; there was first heard the proclamation of equal 
laws, and there a people first assumed the name of Franks 
or Free-men. Our language, and our laws, and our cus- 
toms, originate with our Teutonic ancestors ; among them 
we are to look for the trunk, if not the branches, of our 
national establishments. In the rude antiquities of the 
Anglo-Saxon church, our theoretical inquirers in ecclesi- 
astical history trace purer doctrines and a more primitive 
discipline ; and in the shadowy Witenagemot, the moveable 
elements of the British constitution : the language and lit- 
erature of England still lie under their influence, for this 
people everywhere left the impression of a strong hand. 

The history of the Anglo-Saxons as a people is without 
a parallel in ihe annals of a nation. Their story during five 
centuries of dominion in this land may be said to have been 
unknown to generations of Englishmen ; the monuments 
of their history, the veritable records of their customs and 
manners, their polity, their laws, their institutions, their 
literature, whatever reveals the genius of a people, lie en- 
tombed in their own contemporary manuscripts, and in 
another source which we long neglected — in those an- 
cient volumes of their northern brothers, who had not been 
idle observers of the transactions of England, which seems 
often to have been to them " the land of promise." The 
Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, those authentic testimonies of 
the existence of the nation, were long dispersed, neglected, 
even unintelligible, disfigured by strange characters, and ob- 
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Bcured by perplexing forms of diction. The language as 
well as the writing had passed away ; all had fallen into 
desuetude ; and no one suspected that the history of a 
whole people so utterly cast into forgetfulness could ever 
be written. 

But the lost language and the forgotten characters anti- 
quity and religion seemed to have consecrated in the eyes 
of the learned Archbishop Matthew Parker, who was 
the first to attempt their restitution by an innocent strata- 
gem. To his edition of Thomas Walsingham's History in 
1574, his Grace added the Life of Alfred by this king's 
secretary, Asser, printed in the Saxon character ; we are 
told, as " an invitation to English readers to draw them 
in unawares to an acquaintance with the handivriting of 
their ancestors J'* " The invitation" was somewhat awful, 
and whether the guests were delighted or dismayed, let 
some Saxonist tell ! Spelman, the great legal archaeolo- 
gist, was among the earliest who ventured to search amid 
the Anglo-Saxon duskiness, at a time when he knew 
not one who could even interpret the writing. This great 
lawyer had been perplexed by many barbarous names and 
terms which had become obsolete ; they were Saxon. 
He was driven to the study ; and his " Glossary" is too 
humble a title for that treasure of law and antiquity, of 
history and of disquisition, which astonished the learned 
world at home and abroad — while the unsold copies dur- 
ing the life of the author checked the continuation ; so 
few was the number of students, and few they must still 
be ; yet the devotion of its votary was not the less, for 
he had prepared the foundation of a Saxon professorship. 
Spelman was the father ; but he who enlarged the inher- 
itance of these Anglo-Saxon studies, appeared in the 
learned Somner ; and though he lived through distracted 
times which loved not antiquity, the cell of the antiquary 
was hallowed by the restituted lore. Hickes, in his 

* Bp. Nicholson's Eng. Lib. 
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elaborate '* Thesaurus," displayed a literature which had 
never been read, and which he himself had not yet learn- 
ed to read. These were giants ; their successors were 
dwarfs who could not add to their stores, and little heed- 
ed their possessions. Few rarely succeeded in reading 
the Saxon; and at that day, about the year 1700, no 
printer could cast the types, which were deemed barba- 
rous, or, as the antiquary Rowe Mores expresses it, 
" unsightly to politer eyes." A lady — and she is not the 
only one who has found pleasure in studying this an- 
cient language of our country — Mrs. Elstob, the niece 
of Hickes, patronised by a celebrated Dutchess of Port- 
land, furnished several versions ; but the Saxon Homi- 
lies she had begun to print, for some unknown cause, 
were suspended ; the unpublished but printed sheets are 
preserved at our National Library. These pursuits hav- 
ing long languished, seemed wholly to disappear from 
our literature. 

None of our historians from Milton to Hume ever refer- 
red to an original Saxon authority. They took their rep- 
resentations from the writings of the monks ; but the true 
history of the Anglo-Saxons was not written in Latin. It 
was not from monkish scribes, who recorded public events 
in which the Saxons had no influence, that the domestic 
history of a race dispossessed of all power could be drawn, 
and far less would they record the polity which had once 
constituted their lost independence. The annalist of the 
monastery, flourishing under another dynasty, placed in 
other times and amid other manners, was estranged from 
any community of feeling with a people who were then 
sunk into the helots of England. Milton, in his history 
of Britain, imagined that the transactions of the Anglo- 
Saxon heptarchy, or octarchy, would be as worthless " to 
chronicle as the wars of kites or crows flocking and fight- 
ing in the air." Thus a poet-historian can veil by a brilliant 
metaphor the want of that knowledge which he conteiims 
before he has acquired — this was less pardonable in a 
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philosopher ; and when Hume observed, perhaps with the 
eyes of Milton, that " he would hasten through the obscure 
and uninteresting period of Saxon Annals," however cheer- 
ing to his reader was the calnmess of his indolence, the 
philosopher, in truth, was wholly unconscious that these 
" obscure and uninteresting annals of the Anglo-Saxons'* 
formed for themselves a complete history, offering new re- 
sults for his profound and luminous speculations on the po- 
litical state of man. Genius is often obsequious to its pred- 
ecessors, and we track Burke in the path of Hume ; and 
so late as in 1794, we find our elegant antiquary. Bishop 
Percy, lamenting the scanty and defective annals of the 
Anglo-Saxons ; naked epitomes, bare of the slightest indi- 
cations of the people themselves. The history of the 
dwellers in our land had hitherto yielded no traces of the 
customs and domestic economy of the nation ; all beyond 
some public events was left in darkness and conjecture. 

We find Ellis and Ritson still erring in the trackless 
paths. All this national antiquity was wholly unsuspected 
by these zealous investigators. In this uncertain condition 
stood the history of the Anglo-Saxons, when a new light 
rose in the hemisphere, and revealed to the English public 
a whole antiquity of so many centuries. In 1805, for the 
first time, the story and the literature of the Anglo-Saxons 
was given to the country. It was our studious explorer, 
Sharon Turner, who first opened these untried ways in 
our national antiquities.* 

Anglo-Saxon studies have been recently renovated, but 
unexpected difficulties have started up. A language whose 
syntax has not been regulated, whose dialects can never be 
discriminated, and whose orthography and orthoepy seem 
irrecoverable, yields faithless texts when confronted ; and 
treacherous must be the version if the construction be too 

* It is pleasing to record a noble instance of the enthusiasm of 
learned research. " The leisure-hours of sixteen years'* furnished 
a comprehensive history of which ^^ two thirds had not yet appear- 
ed,** — Mr, TurMr*8 Preface, 
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literal or too loose, or what happens sometimes, ambigu- 
ous. Different anglicisers offer more than one construc- 
tion.* 

It is now ascertained that the Anglo-Saxon manuscripts 
are found in a most corrupt state.f This fatality was oc- 
casioned by the inattention or the unskilfulness of the cal- 
hgrapher, whose task must have required a learned pen. 
The Anglo-Saxon verse was regulated by a peurile system 
of alliteration,^ and the rhythm depended on accentuation. 
Whenever the strokes or dots, marking the accent or the 
pauses are omitted, or misplaced, whole sentences are 
thrown into confusion ; compound words are disjoined, and 
separate words are jumbled together. " Nouns have been 
mistaken for verbs, and particles for nouns." 

These difficulties, arising from unskilful copyists, are in- 
finitely increased by the genius of the Anglo-Saxon poets 
themselves. The torturous inversion of their composition 
often leaves an ambiguous sense : their perpetual peri- 
phrasis ; their abrupt transitions ; their pompous inflations, 
and their elliptical style ; and not less their portentous met- 

• A sufferer^ moreover, fully assures us that some remain, which 
^ must baffle all conjecture ;" and another critic has judicially de- 
creed that, in every translation from the Anglo-Saxon that has fallen 
under his notice, " there are blunders enough to satisfy the most un- 
fiiendly critic." — "The Song of the Travelltr," in "The Exeter 
Book," was translated by Conybeare j a more accurate transcript 
was given by Mr. Kemble in his edition of Beowolf ; and now Mr. 
Guest has furnished a third, varying from both. We cannot be cer- 
tain that a fourth may not correct the three. 

t" Without exception !" is the -energetic cry of the translator of 
Beowulf. 

t The first line contains two words commencing with the same 
letter, and the second line has its first word also beginning with that 
letter. This difficulty seems insurmountable lo a modem reader, for 
our authority confesses that, "In the Saxon poetry, as it is preserved 
in manuscripts, the first line often contains but one alliterating word, 
and, from the negligence of the scribes, the alliteration is in many 
instances entirely losV^ — Dissertation on Anglo-Saxon Poetry ^ Fra- 
9er*9 Mag. xii., 81. 
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apborical nomenclature where a single object must be rec- 
ognised by twenty denominations, not always appropriate, 
and too often clouded by tbe most remote and dark analo- 
gies* — all these have perplexed the most skilful judges, 
who have not only misinterpreted passages, but have even 
failed to comprehend the very subject of their original. 
This last circumstance has been remarkably shown in the 
fate of the heroic tale of Beowulf. When it first fell to the 
hard lot of Wanley, the librarian of the earl of Oxford, to 

* A striking instance how long a universal error can last, arising 
from one of these obscure conceits, is noticed by Mr. Grenvillx 
PiGOTT in his *' Manual of Scandinavian Mythology." 

These warlike barbarians were long reproached that even their 
religion fomented an implacable hatred of their enemies; for in th6 
future state of their i)aradisiacal Valhalla, their deceased heroes re- 
joiced at their celestial compotations^ to drink out of the scuUt of thiir 

enemies, 

A passage in the death-song of Regner Lodbrog, literally trans- 
lated, is, ** Soon shall we drink out of the curved trees of the headf^ 
which Bishop Percy translates, " Soon, in the splendid haU of Odin, 
we shall drink beer otft of the sculls of our enemies." And thitf 
also have the Danes themselves, the Germans, and the French. 

The original and extraordinary blunder lies with Olaus Wormips, 
the great Danish antiquary, to whose authority poets and historians 
bowed without looking ikrther. Our grave Olaus was bewildered by 
this monstrous style of the Scalds, and translated this drinking-bout 
at Valhalla according tP his own fancy — "Ex concavis crateribos 
craniorum;" — thus turning the "trees of the head" into a " scull,'* 
and the scull into a hollow cup. The Scald, however, was innocent 
of this barbarous invention ; and, in his violent figures and disorder- 
ed fancy, merely alluded to the branching horns, growing as trees, 
from the heads of animals — that is, the curved horns which formed 
their drinking-cups. If Olaus here, like Homer, nodded, something 
might be urged for his defence ; for who is bound to understand such 
remote, if not absurd conceits ? but I do not know that we could 
plead as fairly for his own interpolating fancy of " drinking out of 
the sculls of their enemies." 

This grave blunder became universal, and a century passed away 
without its being detected. It was so familiar, that Peter Pindar 
once said that the booksellers, like the . heroes of Valhalla^ drank 
their wine out of the sculls of authors. 
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describe " The Exploits of Beowulf," he imagined, or 
conjectured, that it contained " the wars which 5iis Dane 
waged against the reguli, or petty kings of Sweden." He 
probably decided on the subject by confining his view to 
the opening page, where a hero descends from his ship — 
but for a very different purpose from a military expedition. 
Fortunately Wanley lauded the manuscript as a " tractatus 
nobilissimus," and an " egregium exemplum" of the Anglo- 
Saxon poetry. Probably this manuscript remained unopened 
during a century, when Sharon Turner detected the error 
of Wanley, but he himself misconceived the design of these 
romantic " Exploits." Yet this diligent historian carefully 
read and analyzed this heroic tale. Conybeare, who had 
fallen into the same erroneous conception, at length caught 
up a clew in this labyrinth ; and finally even a safer issue 
has been found, though possibly not without some desperate 
efforts, by the version of Mr. Kemble. 

Even the learned in Saxon have not always been able to 
distinguish this verse from prose ; the verse unmarked by 
rhyme being written continuously as prose.* A diction tur- 
gid and obscure was apparent ; but in what consisted the 
art of the poet, or their metrical system, long bafiled the 
most ingenious conjectures. Ritson, in his perplexity, 
described this poetry or metre as " a rhymeless sort of 
poetry, a kind of bombast or insane prose, from which it 
is very difficult to be distinguished." Tyrwhit and Ellis 
remained wholly at a loss to comprehend the fabric of 
Anglo-Saxon poesy. Hickes, in the fascination of schol- 
arship, had decided that it proceeded on a metrical sys- 
tem of syllabic quantities, and surmounted all difficulties 
by submitting the rhythmical cadences of Gothic poesy to 
the prosody of classical antiquity. This was a literary 
hallucination, and a remarkable evidence of a favorite 
position maintained merely by the force of prepossession. 

• Hickes and Wanley mistook the " Ormulum," a paraphrase of 
Gospel history, as mere prose ; when in fact it is composed in long 
lines of fifteen syllables without rhyme. 

Vol. L- 
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• 

To wliat cause are we to ascribe the complex construc- 
tion of the diction, and the multiplied intricacies of the 
metres, of the poetry of the Northmen? Bishop Percy 
noticed that the historian of the Runic poetry has counted 
up among the ancient Islandic poets one hundred and 
thirty-six different metres. The Islandic and the Anglo- 
Saxon are cognate languages, being both dialects of the 
ancient Gothic or Teutonic. The genius of the Danish 
Scalds often displays in their Eddas* a sublime creative 
power far out of the reach of the creeping and narrow 
faculty of the Saxon, yet the same mechanism regulated 
both; the fixed recurrence of certain letters or syllables 
which constitutes that perpetual alliteration, which oftener 
than rhyme gratified the ear of barbaric poesy, and a 
metaphorical phraseology or poetical vocabulary appropri- 
ated by the bards, furnishing the adept with phrases when 
he had not always ready any novel conceptions. Shall 
we deem such arbitrary forms, and such artificial con- 
trivances, the mere childishness of tastes, to have been 
invented in the wintry years of these climates to amuse 
themselves in their stern solitudes? or rather, may we 
not consider them as a mystery of the Craft, the initiation 
of the Order ? for, by this scholar-like discipline in multi- 
pl3dng difficulties, the later bards separated themselves from 
those humbler minstrels who were left to their o^m inarti- 
ficial emotions. 

Such prescribed formulae, and such a mechanism of 
verse, must have tethered the imagination in a perpetoal 
circle ; it was art which violated the free course of nature. 
In this condition we often find even the poetry of the Scanr 

• See " A Manual of Scandinavian Mythology, by Mr. Grenville 
Pigott. 1839»" — « The Northern Mythology" wiU be found here, 
not only skilfully arranged, but its wondrous myths and fables eluci- 
dated by modern antiquaries. It is further illustrated by the trans- 
lation of the poem of (Ehlenschlager, on ''The Gods of the North;" 
whose genius has been transfused in the nervous simplicity of the 
present version. 
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dinavians. The famous death-song of Regner Lodbrog 
seems little more than an iteration of the same ideas. An 
Anglo-Saxon poem has the appearance of a collection of 
short hints rather than poetical conceptions, curt and ejacu* 
lative ; a paucity of objects yields but a paucity of emo- 
tions, too vague for detail, too abrupt for deep passion, too 
poor in fancy to scatter the imagery of poesy. The Anglo- 
Saxon betrays its confined and monotonous genius : we are 
in the first age of art, when pictures are but monochromes 
of a single color. Hence, in the whole map of Anglo- 
Saxon poetry, it is difficult to discriminate one writer from 
another.* 

Their prose has taken a more natural character than 
their verse. The writings of Alfred are a model of the 
Anglo-Saxon style in its purest state — they have never 
been collected, but it is said they would form three octavo 
volumes ; they consist chiefly of translations. 

The recent versions in literal prose by two erudite Sax- 

* Such is the critical decision of Contbeare, a glorious enthu- 
siast. ** Illustrations of Anglo-Saxon Poetry, by John Josias Cony- 
beare. 1826.'' 

The late Mr. Price, the editor of Warton's History, announced an 
elaborate work on the Anglo-Saxon poetry. The verse of Cony- 
BEABB and the disquisitions of Price would have completed this 
cycle of our ancient poetry. But a fatal coincidence marked the 
destiny of these eminent votaries of our poetic antiquity — both pre- 
maturely ceasing to exist while occupied on their works. Comr- 
BEABE has survived in his brother, whose congenial tastes collected 
his remains ; Price, who had long resided abroad, and there had 
silently stored up the whole wealth of northern literature, on his 
return home remained little known till his valued edition of Wharton 
announced to the literary world the acquisitions they were about to 
receive. He has left a name behind him, but not a work, for Price 
had no fraternal friend. 

Since this chapter was written, Mr. Thomas Wright has published 
** An Essay on the State of Literature and Learning under the An- 
glo-Saxons.'' It displays a comprehensive view taken by one to 
whose zealous labors the lovers of our ancient literature are so 
deeply indebted. 
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onists, of two of the most remarkable Anglo-Saxon poems, 
will enable an English reader to form a tolerable notion of 
the genius of this literature. Contbeare's poetical ver- 
sions remained unriyalled. But if a literal version of a 
primitive poetry soon ceases to be poetry, so likewise if 
the rude outlines are to be retouched, and a brilliant coloring 
is to be borrowed, we are receiving Anglo-Saxon poetry in 
the cadences of Milton, and '* the orient hues" of Gray. 
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C^DMON AND MILTON. 

Cjbdmon, the Saxonists hail as the " Father of English 
Song !" 

The personal history of this bard is given in the taste of 
the age. Caedmon was a herdsman who had never read a 
single poem. Sitting in his "beership," whenever the 
circling harp, that " Wood of Joy !" as the Saxon gleemen 
have called it, was offered to his hand, all unskilled, the 
peasant, stung with shame, would hurry homeward. Al- 
ready past the middle of life, never had the peasant 
dreamed that he was a sublime poet, or at least a poet 
composing on sublime themes, incapable as he was even 
of reading his own Saxon. 

As once he lay slumbering in a stall, the apparition of a 
strange man thus familiarly greeted him : " Caedmon, sing 
some song to me !" The cowherd modestly urged that he 
was mute and unmusical ; " Nevertheless thou shalt sing V* 
retarted the benignant apparition. " What shall I sing V 
rejoined the minstrel, who had never sung. " Sing the 
origin of things !" The peasant, amazed, found his tongue 
loosened, and listened to his own voice ; a voice which 
was to reach posterity ! 

He flew in the morning to the town-reeve to announce 
a wonder, that he had beccnne a poet in the course of a 
single night. He recited the poem, which, however, for 
we possess it, only proves that between sleeping and 
waking eighteen lines of dreamy periphrasis may express 
a single idea. Venerable Bede held this effusion as a pure 
inspiration : the modem historian of the Anglo-Saxons in- 
dulgently discovers three ideas : Conybeare, more critical, 
acknowledges, that " the eighteen lines expand the mere 
proposition of * Let us praise God, the maker of heaven 
and earth.' " But this was only the first attempt of a great 

4* 
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enterprise — it was a thing to be magnified for the neigh- 
boring monastery of Whitby, who gladly received such a 
new brother. 

For a poet who had never written a verse, it was only 
necessary to open his vein ; a poet who could not read only 
required to be read to. The whole monkery came down 
with the canonical books ; they informed him of all things, 
from " Genesis" down to " the doctrine of the apostles.'' 
" The good man listened,** as saith Venerable Bede, " like 
a clean animal ruminating ; and his song and his verse 
were so winsome to hear» that his teachers wrote them 
down, and learned from his mouth." These teachers could 
not have learned more than they themselves had taught 
We can only draw out of a cistern the waters which we 
have poured into it. Every succeeding day, however, 
swelled the Caedmonian Poem; assuredly there wanted 
neither zeal noir hands— « for the glory of the monastery of 
Whitby ! 

Such is a literary anecdote of the seventh century con- 
veyed to us by ancient Bede. The dream of the appari- 
tion's inspiration of this unlettered monk, was one more 
miracle among many in honor of the monastery ; and it 
was to be told in the customary way, for never yet in a 
holy brotherhood was found a recusant. 

Even to this day we ourselves dream grotesque adven- 
tures ; but in the day of monachism, visions were not 
merely a vivid and lengthened dream, a slight deli- 
riiun, for they usually announced something important. 
A dream was a prognostic or a prelude. The garrulous 
chroniclers, and saintly Bede himself, that primeval gos- 
siper, afford abundance evidence of such secret revela- 
tions. Whenever some great act was designed, or some 
awfrd secret was to be divulged, a dream announced it to 
the world. Was a king to be converted to Christianity, the 
people were enlightened by the vision which the sovereign 
revealed to them ; was a maiden to take the vow of virgin- 
ity, or a monastery to be built, an angelical vision hovered. 
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and sometimes specified the very spot. Was a crime of 
blood to be divulged by some penitent accessory, somebody 
had a dream, and the criminal has stood convicted by the 
grave-side, which gave up the fatal witness in his victim. 

In those ages of simplicity and pious frauds^ a dream 
waa an admirable expedient by which important events 
were carried on, and mystification satisfactorily explained 
the incomprehensible. 

The marvellous incident on which the history of Csedmon 
revolves may only veil a fact which has nothing extraordi- 
nary in itself when freed from the invention which disguises 
it. Legends like the present one were often borrowed by 
one monastery from another, and an exact counterpart of 
the dream and the history of our Saxon bard, in a similar 
personage and a like result, has been pointed out as occurs 
ring in Gaul. A vernacular or popular version of the 
Scriptures being required, it was supplied by a peasant 
wholly ignorant of the poetic art till he had been instnieted im 

a DREAM.* 

* Sir Francis Palgrave's Dissertation on Csedmon, in the Archae- 
ologia. 

In another work this erudite antiquary explains the marvellous 
part of Ceedmon's history by '^ natural causes ;" and such a princi- 
ple of investigation is truly philosophical; but we must not loc^ 
over imposture in the search for •* natural causes." — ** Csedmon's 
inability to perform his task," observes our learned expositor, " ap- 
pears to have arisen rather from the want of musical knowledge 
than from his dulness, and therefore it is quite possible that aUow- 
ing fw 9ome little exaggeration, his poetical talents may have been 
suddenly developed in the manner described,'* — Hist, of England, 
i,, 162. Thus, the Saxon Milton rose in one memorable night after 
a whole life passed without the poet once surmising himself to be 
poetical; and thus, for we consent not to yield up a single point in 
the narrative of " the dream," appeared the patronising api)arition 
and the exhilarating dialogue. A lingering lover of the Mediseval 
genias can perceive nothing more in a circumstantial legend, than 
" a little exaggeration." I seem to hear the shrill attenuated tones 
of Ritson, in his usual idiomatic diction, screaming, "It is a iic and 
an Imposture of the stinking Monks /" 

The Viscount de Chateaubriand is infinitely more amusing than 
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Scriptural themes were common with the poets of the 
monastery.* The present enterprise, judging from the 
variety of its fragments from hoth Testaments and from the 
Apocrypha, in its complete state would have formed a 
chronological poem of the main incidents of the Scriptures 
in the vernacular Saxon. This was a hurden of magnitude 
which no single shoulder could have steadily carried, and 
prohably was supported by several beside " the Dreamer." 
Critical Saxonists, indeed, have detected a variation in the 
style, and great inequalities in the work ; such discordances 
indicate that the Paraphrase was occasionally resum/ed by 
some successor, as idling monks at a later period were often 
the continuators of voluminous romances. I would class 
the Caedmonian poem among the many attempts of the 
monachal genius to familiarize the people with the miracu* 
lous and the religious narratives in the Scriptures, by a 
paraphrase in the vernacular idiom. The poem may be 
deemed as equivocal as the poet ; the text has been im- 
peached ; interpolations and omissions are acknowledged 
by the learned in Saxon lore. The poem is said to have 
been written in the seventh century, and the earliest manu- 

the plodders in the '* weary ways of antiquity." The mystical tale 
of the Saxon monk is dashed into a glittering foam of enigmatical 
brevity. '^ Ctsdmon rivait en vers et composait des poemes en doT' 
tnant ; Poesie est Songe,'' And thus dreams may be expounded by 
dreams ! — Essai sur la Litteraiure j^nglaise, L, 55. 

• "The Six Days of the Creation" ofibred a subject for an heroic 
poem to Dracontius, a Spanish monk, in the fifth century^ and who 
was censured for neglecting to honor the seventh by a description of 
the Sabbath of the Divine repose. It is preserved in Bib. Patrum, 
vol. viii., and has been published with notes. Genesis and Exodus — 
the fall of Adam — the Deluge --and the passage of the Red sea — 
were themes which invited the sacred effusions of Avitus, the Arch- 
bishop of Vienna, who flourished in the sixth century. His writings 
were collected by Pere Sirmond. This archbishop attacked the 
Arians, but we have only fragments of these polemical pamphlets; 
as these were highly orthodox, what is wanting occasioned regrets in 
a former day. Other histories in Latin verse drawn from the Old 
Testament are recorded. 
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script we possess is of the tenth, suffering in that course 
of time all the corruptions or variations of the scribes, 
while the ruder northern dialect has been changed into the 
more polished southern. If we may confide in a learned 
conjecture, it may happen that Csedmon is no name at all, 
bat merely a word or a phrase ; and thus the entity of the 
Dreamer of the monastery of Whitby may vanish in the 
wind of two Chaldaic syllables !* Be this as it may, for 
us the poem is an entity, whatever becomes of the pretend- 
ed Dreamer. 

It has become an arduous inquiry whether Milton has 
not drawn largely from the obscurity of this monkish En- 
nius ? "In reading Caedmon," says Sharon Turner, 
*^ we are reminded of Milton ; of a Paradise Lost in a rude 
miniature." Conybeare advances, " the pride, rebellion, 
and punishments of Satan and his princes have a resem- 
blance to Milton so remarkable that mtich of this portion 
might be almost literally translated by a cento of lines from 
the great poet"j A recent Saxonist in noticing " the crea- 
tion of Csedmon as beautiful," adds, " it is still more inter- 
esting from its singular correspondence even in expression 
with Paradise Lost*^^ 

* Among our ancestors all proper names were significant ; and when 
they are not, we have the strongest presumptive reasons for suspeet- 
ing that the name has been borrowed from some other tongue. The 
piety of many monks in their pilgrimages in the Holy Land would 
induce them to acquire some knowledge of the Hebrew or even the 
Chaldee. Bede read Hebrew. A scholar who has justly observed 
this, somewhat cabalistically has discovered that " the initial word 
of Genesis in Chaldee," and printed in Hebraic characters po^ina, 
exhibits the presimied name of the Saxon monk. 

t This sort of cento seems to have been a favorite fancy with this 
masterly versifier ; for of another Anglo-Saxon bard who composed 
cm warlike subjects, this critic says, <'If the names of Pairoclus and 
Menelaus were substituted for Byrthnoth and Godric, some of the 
seenes might be almost literally translated into a cento of lines from 
Homer.'* Homer's claim to originality, however, is secure from any 
critical collation with the old Saxon monk. 
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The ancient, as well as the modern, of these scriptural 
poets has adopted a narrative which is not found in the 
Scriptures. The rebellion of Satan before the creation of 
man, and his precipitation with the apostate angels into a 
dungeon-gulf of flame, and ice, and darkness, though an in- 
cident familiar to us as a gospel-text, remains nothing more 
than a legend unhallowed by sacred writ. 

Where are we then to seek for the origin of a notion 
universal throughout Christendom ? I long imagined that 
this revolt in heaven had been one of the traditions ham- 
mered in the old rabbinical forge ; and in the Talmudical 
lore there are tales of the fallen angels ; but I am assured 
by a learned professor in these studies, that the Talmud 
contains no tradition of " The Rebellion of Satan." The 
Hebrews in their sojourn in Babylon had imbibed many 
Chaldean fables, and some fanciful inventions. At this 
obscure period did this singular episode in sacred history 
steal into their popular creed ? Did it issue from that aw- 
ful cradle of monstrous imaginings, of demons, of spirits, 
and of terrifying deities, Persia and India ? In the Bra- 
minical Shasters we find a rebellion of the angels before 
the creation, and their precipitation from light into dark- 
ness ; their restoration by the clemency of the Creator, 
however, occurs after their probationary state, during mill- 
ions of years in their metamorphoses on earth. But this 
seems only the veil of an allegory, designed to explain 
their dark doctrine of the metempsychosis. The rebelhon 
of the angels, as we have been taught it, is associated with 
their everlasting chains and eternal fire ; how the legend 
became imiversally received may baffle inquiry.* 

* Notwithstanding the information with which I was favored, I 
cannot divest myself of the notion that." the rebellion of the angels" 
must be more explicitly described among the Jewish traditions than 
yet appears ; because we find allusions to it in two of the apostolical 
writings. In the Epistle of Jude, ver 6 : " TAe angels which kept 
not their first estate, but left their own habitation, he hath reserved 
in everlasting chains under darkness unto the judgment of the great 
day." And in Peter ii. 4 : '' God spared not the angels that sinned^ 
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But the coincidence of the Caedmonian with the Miltoni- 
an poem in having adopted the same peculiar subject of the 
revolt of Satan and the expulsion of the angels, is not the 
most remarkable one in the tv^ro works. The same awful 
narrative is pursued, and we are startled at the opening of 
the Pandemonium, by discovering the same scene and the 
same actors. When we scrutinize into minuter parts, we 
are occasionally struck by some extraordinary similarities. 

Caedmon, to convey a notion of the ejection from heaven 
to hell, tells, that " the Fiend with all his comrades fell 
from heaven above, through as long as three nights and 
days.^^ Milton awfully describes Satan " confounded, 
though inunortal," rolling in the fiery gulf, 

^< NiTije times the »pace that measures day and night 
To mortal men.^' 

Caedmon describes the Deity having cast the evil angel 
into that '* house of perdition, down on that new bed ; afler, 
gave him a name that the highest [of the devils which they 
had now become] should be called Satan thenceforward." 
Milton has preserved the same notice of the origin of the 
name, thus, 

** To whom the Jrch-Enemy, 
And thence in heaven called Satan — *' 

Satan in Hebrew signifying " the Enemy," or " the Adver- 
sary." 

The harangue of Satan to his legions by the Saxon 
monk cannot fail to remind us of the first grand scene in 
the Paradise Lost ; however these creations of the two 
poets be distinct. " The swart hell — a land void of light, 
and full of flame," is like Milton's 

but cast them dovm to hell, and delivered them unto chains of dark- 
ness to be reserved unto judgment." These texts have admitted of 
fcome dispute ; but it seems, however, probable, that the apostles, just 
released from their Jewish bondage, had not emancipated themselves 
from the received Hebraical doctrines. 
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" Yet from these flamet 

No light, but rather darkness visible.^' 

The locality is not unlike. " There they have at even, 

immeasurably long, each of all the fiends a renewal of fire 

with sulphur charged ; but cometh ere dawn the eastern 

wind-frost, bitter-cold, ever fire or dart." This torment we 

find in the hell of Milton : — 

'* The bitter change 
Of fierce extremes, extremes by change more fierce. 
From beds of raging fire to starve in tee.'' 

** The parching air 
Burjiafrare, and cold performs the effect of fire,"* 

The Inferno of Dante has also ** its eternal darkness for 
the dwellers m fierce heat and in fc^."t It is evident that 
the Saxon, the Italian, and the Briton, had drawn from the 
same source. The Satan of Caedmon in *^ the torture-house," 
is represented as in " the dimgeon of perdition." He lies 
in chains, his feet boimd, his hands manacled, his neck 
fastened by iron bonds ; Satan and his crew the monk has 
degraded into Saxon convicts. Milton, indeed, has his 

*^ Adamantine chains and penal fire/' 
and — 

<< A dungeon horrible on all sides ronnd." 

But as Satan was to be the great actor, Milton was soon 
compelled to find some excuse for freeing the evil spirit 
from the chains which Heaven had forged, and this he 
does : — 

" Chained on the burning lake, nor ever thence 
Had risen or heaved his head, but that the wiU 
And high permission of all^ruling Heaven 
Left him at large to his own dark designs^ 
That with reiterated crimes he might 
Heap on himself damnation, while he sought 
EvU to others. — " 

* Paradise Lost, ii., 594. f Inferno, canto iii.^ 5. 
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The Saxon monk bad not the dexterity to elude the diffi- 
cult position in which the arch-fiend was for ever fixed ; he 
was indissolubly chained, and yet much was required to be 
done. It is not, therefore, Satan himself who goes on the 
subdolous design of wreaking his revenge on the innocent 
pair in Paradise ; for this he despatches one of his asso- 
ciates, who is thus described : '* Prompt in arms, he had 
a crafty soul ; this chief set his helmet on his head ; he 
many speeches knew of guileful words : wheeled up 
thence, he departed through the doors of heilJ^ We are re- 
minded of 

^* The infernal doors, that on their hmgcs grate 
Harsh thunder.'' 

The emissary of Satan in Casdmon had '< a strong mind, 
lion-like in air, in hostile mood he dashed the fire aside with 
afiend^s povoer,^* That demon flings aside the flames of 
hell with the bravery of his sovereign, as we see in Mil- 
ton, — 

^Forthwith ninight he rears from off the pool 
His mighty stature; on tadi hand the flamu 
Driven backwardy slope their poiniing spires and, rolled 
In biUowsy leave in the midst a horrid vale.'f 

Caedmon thus represents Satan : " Then spoke the 
haughty king, who of angels erst was brightest, fairest in 
heaven — beloved of his master — so beauteous was his fornix 
he was like to the light stars." 

Milton's conception of the form of Satan is the same. 

" His form had not yet lost 
All her original brightnessy nor appeared 
Less than archangel rained. — "| 

And, 

<< His countenance as the morning star that guides 
The starry flock allured them."§ 

* Csedmon, p. 29. f Paradise Lost, i., 221. 

t Paradise Lost, L, 592. § Paradise Lost, v.^ 798. 

Vol. I.— 5 
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Literary curiosity may be justly excited to account for 
these apparent resemblances, and to learn whether simi- 
larity and coincidence necessarily prove identity and imi- 
tation ; and whether, finally, Caedmon was ever known to 
Milton. 

The Caedmonian manuscript is as peculiar in its history 
as its subject. This poem, which we are told fixed the 
attention of our ancestors " from the sixth to the twelfth 
century," and the genius of whose writer was " stamped 
deeply and lastingly upon the literature of our country,"* 
had wholly disappeared from any visible existence. It was 
accidentally discovered only in a single manuscript, the gift 
of Archbishop Usher to the learned Francis Junius. During 
thirty years of this eminent scholar's residence in England, 
including his occasional visits to Holland and Friesland, to 
recover, by the study of the Friesic living dialect, the ex- 
tinct Anglo-Saxon, he devoted his protracted life to the in- 
vestigation of the origin of the Gothic dialects. A Saxon 
poem, considerable for its size and for its theme, in a genu- 
ine manuscript, was for our northern student a most precious 
acquisition ; and that this solitary manuscript should not be 
liable to accidents, Junius printed the original at Amster- 
dam in 1655, imaccompanied by any translation or by any 
notes. 

We must now have recourse to a few dates. 

Milton had fallen blind in 1654. The poet began Para- 
dise Lost about 1658 ; the composition occupied three 
years, but the publication was delayed till 1667. 

If Milton had any knowledge of Caedmon, it could only 
have been in the solitary and treasured manuscript of Junius. 
To have granted even the loan of the only original the 
world possessed, we may surmise, that Jimius would not 
have slept through all the nights of its absence. And if 
the Saxon manuscript was ever in the hands of Milton, 
could our poet have read it ? 

* Guest's History of English Rhythms, 11., 23. 
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We have every reason to believe, that Milton did not read 
Saxon. At that day, who did ? There were not " ten m«?fi 
to save the city." In Milton's History of England, a loose 
and solitary reference to the Saxon Chronicle, then untrans- 
lated, was probably found ready at hand ; for all his Saxon 
annals are drawn from the Latin monkish authorities : and 
in that wonderful list of one hundred dramatic subjects 
which the poet had set down for the future themes of his 
muse, there are many on Saxon stories ; but all the refer- 
ences are to Speed and Holinshed. The nephew of the 
poet has enumerated all the languages in which Milton was 
conversant, — " the Hebrew (and I think the Syriac), the 
Greek, the Latin, the Italian, the Spanish, and French." 
We find no allusion to any of the northern tongues, which 
that votary of classical antiquity and of Ausonian melody 
and fancy would deem — can we doubt it ? — dissonant 
and barbarous. The Northern Scalds were yet as little 
known as our own Saxons. A recent discovery that Mil- 
ton once was desirous of reading Dutch may possibly be 
alleged by the Saxonists as an approach to the study of the 
Saxon ; but at that time Milton was in office as *< the Sec- 
retary for foreign tongues," and in a busy intercourse with 
the Hollanders.* 

• This curious literary information has been disclosed by Rooea 
WuxiAMS, the founder of the state of Rhode Island, who was de- 
spatched to England in 1651, to obtain the repeal of a charter grant- 
ed to Mr. Coddington. I give this remarkable passage in the words 
of this Anglo-American : ^' It pleased the Lord to call me for some 
time and with some persons to practise the Hebrew, the Greek, Latin> 
French, and Dutch, The secretary of the council, Mr. Milton^ for 
my Dutch I read him, read me many more languages, Granmiar 
rules begin to be esteemed a tyranny. I taught two young gentle- 
men, a parliament-man's sons, as we teach our children English — 
by words, phrases, and constant talk, &c." This vague &c. stands 
so in the original, and leaves his ** wondrous tale half-told.'* — <* Me- 
moirs of Roger Williams, the Founder of the State of Rhode Island, 
by James D. Knowles, Professor of Pastoral Duties in the Newton 
Theological Institution, 1834," p. 264. 

I am indebted for this curious notice to the prompt kindness of my 
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" Secretary Milton" at that moment was probably anxious 
to con the phrases of a Dutch state-paper, to scrutinize into 
the temper of their style. Had Milton ever acquired the 
Dutch idiom for literary purposes, to study Vondel, the 
Batavian Shakspere,* from whom some foreigners imagine 
our poet might have drawn his " Lucifer," it could not have 
escaped the nephew in the enumeration of his imcle's phi- 
logical acquirements. But even to read Dutch was not to 
read a Saxon manuscript, whose strange characters, imcouth 
abbreviations, and difficult constructions, are only mastered 
by long practice. To have known anything about the soU- 
tary Caedmon, the poet must have been wholly indebted to 
the friendly offices of its guardian ; a personal intimacy 
which does not appear. The improbability that this scholar 

most excellent friend Robert Southet; a name long dear to the 
public as it will be to posterity ; an author, the accuracy of whote 
knowledge does not yield to its extent. 

* Mr. SouTHEY observes, in a letter now before me, that " Voif- 
del's Lucifer was published in 1654. His Samson, the same sub- 
ject as the Agonistes, 1661. His Adam, 1664. C-edmon, Andrei- 
Ni, and Vondel, each or all, may have led Milton to consider the 
subject of his Paradise Lost. But Vondel is the one who is most 
likely to have impressed him. Neither the Dutch nor the language 
was regarded with disrespect in those days. Vondel was the great- 
est writer of that language, and the Lucifer is esteemed the best of 
his tragedies. Milton alone excepted, he was probably the greatest 
poet then living." 

This critical note f>irnishes curious dates. Milton was blind when 
the Lucifer was published j and there is so much of the personal 
feelings and condition of the poet himself in his '^ Samson Agonistes," 
that it is probable little or no resemblance could be traced in the 
Hollander. The Adam of Milton, and the whole "Paradise" itself, 
was completed in 1661. As for CtBdmon, I submit the present chap- 
ter to Mr. Southey's decision. 

No great genius appears to have made such free and wise uso of 
his reading as Milton has done, and which has led in several in- 
stances to an accusation of what some might tenn plagiarism. We 
are not certain that Milton, when not yet blind, may not have read 
some of those obscure modern Latin poets whom Lauder scented 
out. 
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translated the manuscript phrase by phrase, is nearly as 
great as the supposition that the poet could have retained 
ideas and expressions to be reproduced in that epic poem, 
which was not commenced till several years after. 

The personal habits of Junius were somewhat peculiar ; 
to his last days he was unrelentingly busied in pursuits of 
philology, of which he has left to the Bodleian such monu- 
ments of his gigantic industry. Jimius was such a rigid 
economist of time, that every hour was allotted to its separ- 
ate work ; each day was the repetition of the former, and 
on a system he avoided all visiters. Such a man could not 
have submitted to the reckless loss of many a golden day, 
in hammering at the obscure sense of the Saxon monk, 
which the critics find by his own printed text he could not 
always master ; nor is it more likely that Milton himself 
could have sustained his poetic excitement through the te- 
dious progress of a verbal or cursory paraphrase of Scrip- 
ture history by this Gothic bard. At that day even Junius 
could not have discovered those " elastic rhythms," which 
solicit the ear of a more modem Saxon scholar in his studies 
of CaedmoUj* but which we entirely owe to the skill and 
punctuation, and accentuation of the recent editor, Mr. 
Thorpe. 

Be it also observed, that Milton published his " Paradise 
Lost" in the lifetime of Junius, the only judge who could 
have convicted the bard who had daringly proposed 

" ■ ■ to pursue 
Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme — " 

of concealing what he had silently appropriated. 

There are so many probabiUties against the single pos- 
sibility of Milton having had any knowledge of Caedmon, 
that we must decide by the numerical force of our own sug- 
gestions. 

The startling similarities which have led away critical 

* Guest's History of English Rhythms. 
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judgments, if calmly scrutinized, may be fomid to be those 
apparent resemblances or coincidences which poets draw* 
ing from the same source would fall into. There is a 
French mystery of " The Conception," where the scene is 
hell ; Lucifer appeals to its inmates in a long address. 
This Satan of " The Conception" strikingly reminds us of 
the Prince of Darkness of Milton, and indeed has many 
creative touches ; and had it been written after the work of 
Milton, it might have seemed a parody.* 

Similarity and coincidence do not necessanly prove 
identity and imitation. Nor is the singular theme of ^* the 
Rebellion of the Angels" peculiar to either poet, since those 
who never heard of the Saxon monk have constructed 
whole poems and dramas on the celestial revolt.f 

We may be little interested to learn, among all the dubi- 
ous inquiries of *^ the origin of Paradise Lost," whether a 
vast poem, the most elaborate in its parts, and the most 
perfect in its completion — 9. work, in the words of the 
great artist, 

** Who knows how long 

Before had been contriving ?*' — P. L., ix. 138. 

was or could be derived from any obscure source. The 
interval between excellence and mediocrity removes all 
connexion ; it is that between incurable impotence and 
genial creation, A great poet can never be essentially in- 
debted even to his prototype. 

If we may still be interested in watching the primitiYe 
vigor of the self-taught, compared with the intellectual ideal 
of the poetical character, we must not allow ourselves, as 
might be shown in one of the critics of the Saxon school, 

* This speech, in which Satan appeals to and characterizes his 
Infemals, may be read in Parfait's Analysis of the Mystery. — Hist, 
du Theatre Frangois, i., 79, 

t VjSngeleida of Valvasone, the Adamo of Andreini, and oth- 
ers. — Hayley's Conjectures on the Origin of Paradise Lost. Sec 
also Tiraboschi and Ginguana. 
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to mistake nature in her first poyerty, bare, meager, squalid, 
for the moulded nudity of the graces. The nature of £n- 
nius was no more the nature of Virgil, than the nature of 
C»dmon was that of Milton, for what is obvious and famil- 
iar is the reverse of the beautiful and the sublime. We 
have seen the ideal being, 

''Whose stature reached the sky^ and on his crest 
Sat Horror plumed — " 

hy the Saxon monk sunk down to a Saxon convict, '' fast-^ 
ened by the neck, his hands manacled, and his feet bound.'' 
Caedmon represents Eve, after having plucked the fruit, 
hastening to Adam with the apples, — 

'^ Some in her hands she hare. 
Some in her bosom lay, 
Of the unblest fruit.*' 

However natural or downright may be this specification, 
it is what could not have occurred with ** the bosom" of 
our naked mother of mankind, and the artistical concept 
tion eluded the difliculty of carrying these apples — 

« — — from the tree returning, in her hand 
A bough of fairest fruit" — ix. 850. 

In Casdmon it costs Eve a long day to persuade the 
sturdy Adam, an honest Saxon, to " the dark deed ;" and 
her prudential argument that " it were best to obey the 
pretended messenger of the Lord than risk his aversion," 
however natural, is very crafty for so young a sinner. In 
Milton we find the Ideal, and before Eve speaks one may 
be certain of Adam's fall — for 

" — — in her face excuse 
Came prologue, and apology too prompt. 
Which with bland words at will, she thus addressed.'* 

A description too metaphysical for the meager invention of 
the old Saxon monk ! 
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We dare not place " the Milton of our forefathers" by 
the side of the only Milton whom the world will recognise. 
We would not compare our Saxon poetry to Saxon art, for 
that was too deplorable ; but, to place Caedmon in a paral- 
lel with Milton, which Plutarch might have done, for he 
was not very nice in his resemblances, we might as well 
compare the formless forms and the puerile inventions of 
the rude Saxon artist, profusely exhibited in the drawings 
of the original manuscript of Csdmon,* with the noble 
conceptions and the immortal designs of the Cistine Chapel. 

* These singular attempts at art may be inspected in above fifty 
plates, in the Archeeologia, vol. xx. We may rejoice at their preser- 
vation, for art, even in the attempts of its children, may excite ideas 
which might not else have occurred to us. 
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The Anglo-Saxon poetical narrative of " The Exploits 
of Beowulf " forms a striking contrast with the chronologi- 
cal paraphrase of Caedmon. Its genuine antiquity unques- 
tionably renders it a singular curiosity ; but it derives an ad- 
ditional interest from its representation of the primitive sim- 
plicity of a Homeric period — the infancy of customs an^ 
manners and emotions of that hero-life, which the Homeric 
poems first painted for mankind — that hero-life of which 
Macpherson in his Ossian caught but imperfect conceptions 
from the fragments he may have collected, while he meta- 
morphosed his ideal Celtic heroes into those of the senti- 
mental romance of another age and another race. 

The northern hordes under their petty chieftains, cast 
into a parallel position with those princes of Greece whose 
realms were provinces, and whose people were tribes, often 
resembled them in the like circumstances, the like charac- 
ters, and the like manners. Such were those kinglings 
who could possess themselves of a territory in a single in- 
cursion, and whose younger brothers, stealing out of their 
lone bays, extended their dominion as " sea-kings" on the 
illimitable ocean.* The war-ship and the mead-hall bring 
us back to that early era of society, when great men knew 
only to be heroes flattered by their bards, whose songs are 
ever the echoes of their age and their patrons. 

We discover these heroes, Danes or Angles, as we find 
them in the Homeric period, audacious with the self-confi- 
dence of their bodily prowess ; vaimting and talkative of 
their sires and of themselves ; the son ever known by de- 
noting the father, and the father by his marriage alliance — 
that primitive mode of recognition, at a period when, amid 

• See the carious delineation of the Vikingr of the Norths in Tur- 
ner's Hist, of the Anglo-Saxons, i., 456, third edition. 
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the perpetual conflicts of rival chieftains, scarcely any but 
relations could be friends ; the family-bond was a sure 
claim to protection. Like the Homeric heroes, they were 
as unrelenting in their hatreds as indissoluble in their 
partisanship ; suspicious of the stranger, but welcoming the 
guest ; we find them rapacious, for plunder was their treas- 
ure, and prodigal in their distributions of their golden arm- 
lets and weighed silver, for their egotism was as boundless 
as their violence. Yet pride and glory fermented the coarse 
leaven of these mighty marauders, who were even.chival- 
ric, ere chivalry rose into an order. The religion of these 
ages was wild as their morality ; few heroes but bore some 
relationship to Woden ; and even in their rude paganized 
Christianity, some mythological name cast its lustre in their 
genealogies. In the uncritical chronicles of the middle 
ages it is not always evident whether the mortal was not a 
divinity. Their mythic legends have thrown confusion 
into their national annals, often accepted by historians as 
authentic records.* But if antiquaries still wander among 

* Mr. KsMBLE, the translator of Beowulf, has extricated himself 
out of an extraordinary dilemma. The first volume, which exhibits 
the Anglo-Saxon text, furnished in the preface, with an elaborate 
abundance, all the historical elucidations of his unknown hero. 
Subsequently when the second volume appeared, which contains the 
translation, it is preceded by " A Postscript to the Preface," far more 
important. Here, with the graceful repentance of precipitate youth, 
he moans over the past, and warns the reader of '' the postscript to 
cut away the preface root and branch," for ail that he had published 
was delusion ! particularly " all that part of my preface which as- 
signs dates to one prince or another, I declare to be null and void !" 
The result of all this scholar's painful researches is, that Mr. Kem- 
ble is left in darkness with Beowulf in his hand ; an ambiguous 
being, whom the legend creates with supernatural energies, and his- 
tory labors to reduce to mortal dimensions. 

The fault is hardly that of our honest Anglo-Saxon, as trustful of 
the Danes as his forefathers were heretofore. It is these our old 
masters who, with Count Suhm, the voluminous annalist of Den- 
mark, at their head, have " treated m3rthic and traditional matters as 
ascertained history. It is the old story of Minos, Lycurgus, or Nu- 
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shadows, the poet cannot err. Beowulf may be a god or 
a nonentity, but the poem which records his exploits must 
at least be true, true in the manners it paints and the emo- 
tions which the poet reveals — the emotions of his con- 
temporaries. 

Beowulf,* a chieftain of the Western Danes, was the 
Achilles of the North. We first view him with his follow- 
ers landing on the shores of a Danish kingling. A single 
ship with an armed company, in those predatory days, 
could alarm a whole realm. The petty independent prov- 
inces of Greece afford a parallel ; for Thucydides has 
marked this period in society, when plimder well fought 
for was honored as an heroic enterprise. When a vessel 
touched on a strange shore, the adventurers were question- 
ed " whether they were Thieves ?" a designation which the 
inquirers did not intend as a term of reproach, nor was it 
scorned by the valiant ;t for the spoliation of foreigners, at 
a time when the law of nations had no existence, seemed 
no disgrace, while it carried with it something of glory, 
when the chieftain's sword maintained the swarm of his 
followers, or acquired for himself an extended dominion. 

ma, furbished up for us in the north/' What a delightful phantas- 
magoria comes out while we remain in darkness ! But a Danish 
Niebuhr may yet illuminate the whole theatre of this Pantheon. 

* These Teutonic heroes were frequently denominated by the 
names of animals, which they sometimes emulated : thus, the hero^ 
exulting in bone and nerve, was known as " the Bear ;*' the more 
insatiable, as " the Wolf;" and " the Wild Deer" is the common 
appellative of a warrior. The term " deer" was the generic name 
for animal, and not then restricted to its present particular desig- 
nation. 

*' Rats and mice, and such small deer," 
baffled our Shaksperean commentators, who rarely looked to the 
great source of the English language — the Anglo-Saxon, and, in 
their perplexity, proposed to satisfy the modern reader by a botch of 
their own — and read geer or cheer. Percy discovered in the old met- 
rical romance of Sir Bevis of Southampton, the very distich which 
Edgar had parodied. — Warton, iii. 83. 
f Thucydides, lib. i. 




60 bbowulf; the hero-life. 

Beowulf was a mailed knight, and his gilded ensign hung 
like a meteor in the air, and none knew the fate it portend- 
ed. The warder of the coast — for in those days many a 
warder kept " ocean-watch" on the sea-clifTs — takes horse, 
and hastens to the invader ; fearlessly he asks, " Whence, 
and what are ye ? Soonest were best to give me answer." 

The hero had come not to seek feud, nor to provoke in- 
sult, but with the free offering of his own life to relieve the 
sovereign of the Eastern Danes, whose Thanes, for twelve 
years, had vainly perished struggling with a mysterious 
being — one of the accursed progeny of Cain — a foul and 
solitary creature of the morass and the marsh. In the dead 
of the night this enemy of man, envious of glory and ab- 
horrent of pleasure, glided into the great hall of state and 
revelry, raging athirst for the blood of the brave there re- 
posing in slumber. The tale had spread in songs through aU 
Gothland. This life-devourer, who comes veiled in a mist 
from the marshes, may be some m3rthic being ; but though 
monstrous, it does little more than play the part of the 
Pol3rphemus of antiquity and the Ogre of modem fauyism. 

In the timber-palace chambers were but small and few, 
and the guests of the petty sovereign slept in the one great 
hall, under whose echoing roof the Witenagemot assem- 
bled, and the royal banquet was held ; there eachi man had 
his '* bed and bolster" laid out with his shield at his head, 
and his helmet, breastplate, and spear placed on a rack 
beside him — ** at all times ready for combat both in house 
and field." 

This scene is truly Homeric ; and thus we find in the 
early state of Greece, for the historian records this coih 
tinual wearing of armor, like the barbarians, because " their 
houses were imfenced, and travelling was unsafe."* 

The watchmen of the seas leaves not the coast, duteooB 
in his lonely cares ; while Beowulf, with his companions, 
niarches onward. They came to where the streets were 

• Thucydides. 
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pared ; an indication in that age of a regal residence. The 
iron rings in their mailed coats rang as they trod in their 
" terrible armor." They reach the king's house ; they hang 
up their shields against the lofty wall. They seat them- 
selyes on a bench, placing in a circle their mailed coats, 
their bucklers, and their javelins. This warlike array 
called forth a Ulysses, " famed for war and wisdom ;" they 
parley ; the Thane hastens to annoimce the warlike but 
the friendly visiter ; and the hero, so famed for valor, yet 
would not obtrude his person, standing behind the Thane, 
" for he knew the rule of ceremony." The prince of the 
East Danes joyfully exlaims, that '* he had known Beowulf 
when a child ; he remembered the name of his father, who 
married the only daughter of Hrethel the Goth. It is said 
that he has the strength of thirty men in the grip of his 
hand. God only could have sent him." 

Beowulf, he whose beautiful ship had come over " the 
swan-path," may now peacefully show himself in his war- 
like array. Beowulf stood upon the dais ; his *< sark of 
netted mail" glittered where the armorer's skill had wrought 
around the war-net. Here we discover the ornamental 
artist as in the Homeric period. He found the prince of 
the East Danes, *' old and bald" like Priam, seated among 
his earls. Our hero, whom we have observed so decorous 
in " his rule of ceremony," now launches forth in the com- 
mendation of his own prowess. 

He who had come to vanquish a fiend, exulted not less 
in a swimming-match in the seas, " when the waves were 
boiling with the fury of winter," during seven whole days 
and nights, combating with the walruses. 

The exploits of Beowulf are of a supernatural cast ; and 
this circumstance has bewildered his translator amid mythic 
allusions, and thus the hero sinks into the incarnation of a 
Saxon idol — a protector of the human race. It is difficult 
to decide whether the marvellous incidents be mythical, or 
merely the exaggerations of the northern poetic faculty. 
We, however, learn by these, that corporeal energies and 

Vol. I.— 6 
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an indomitable spirit were the glories of the hero-life ; and 
tlie outbreaks of their self-complacency resulted from their 
own convictions, after many a fierce trial. 

Such an heroic race we deem barbarous ; but what are 
the nobler spirits of all times but the creatures of their age ? 
who, however favored by circumstances, can only do that 
which is practicable in the condition of society. 

Henceforth, the son of Eglaff, sat at the feet of the 
king ; jealousy stirred in his breast at the prowess of " the 
proud seafarer." This cynical minister of the king ridi- 
cules his youthful exploits, and sarcastically assured the 
hero, that " he has come to a worse matter now, should he 
dare to pass the space of one night with the fiend." This 
personage is the Thersites of our northern Homer — 

^* With witty malice studious to defame, 
Scorn all his joy, and laughter all his aim." 

And like Thersites, the son of Eglaff receives a blasting 
reproach : " I tell thee, son of Eglaff*, drunken with mead, 
that I have greater strength upon the sea than any other 
man. We two (he alludes to his competitor), when we 
were but boys, with our naked swords in our hands, where 
the waves were fiercest, warred with the walruses. The 
whale-fish dragged me to the bottom of the sea, grim in 
his gripe ; the mighty sea-beast received the war-rush 
through my hand. The sea became calm, so that I beheld 
the ocean-promontories, as the light broke from the east 
Never since have the sea-sailors been hindered of their 
way ; never have I heard of a harder battle by night under 
the concave of heaven, nor of a man more wretched on the 
ocean-streams. Of such ambushes and fervor of swords I 
have not heard aught of thee, else had the fiend I come to 
vanquish never accomplished such horrors against thy 
prince. I boast not, therefore, son of Eglaff"! but never 
have I slaughtered those of my kin, for which hast thou 
incurred damnation, though thy wit be good." 

In this state of imperfect civilization, wo discover al- 
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ready a right conception of the female character. At the 
banquet the queen appears ; she greeted the young Goth, 
bearing in her own hand the hright sweet liquor in the 
twisted mead-cup. She went among the young and the old 
mindful of their races ; the free-bom queen then sat be- 
side the monarch. There was laughter of heroes. A bard 
sung serene on " the origin of things/' as lopas sang at 
the court of Dido, and Demodocus at that of Alcinous. 
The same bard again excites joy in the hall by some war- 
like tale. Never was banquet without poet in the Homeric 
times. 

Here our task ends, which was not to analyze the tale 
of Beowulf, but solely to exhibit the manners of a prime- 
val epoch in society. The whole romance, though but 
short, bears another striking feature of the mighty minstrel 
of antiquity ; it is far more dramatic than narrative, for the 
characters discover themselves more by dialogue than by 
action. 

The literary history of this Anglo-Saxon metrical ro- 
mance is too remarkable to be omitted. It not only cast a 
new light on a disputed object in our own literary history, 
but awoke the patriotism of a foreign nation. Beowulf 
had shared the fate of Caedmon, being preserved only in a 
single manuscript in the Cottonian Library, where it es- 
caped from the destructive fire of 1731, not however with- 
out injury. In 1705, Wanley had attempted to describe it, 
but he did not surmoimt the difficulty. Our literary anti- 
quaries, with Ritson for their leader, stubbornly asserted 
ijiat the Anglo-Saxons had no metrical romance, as they 
opined by their scanty remains. The learned historian of 
our Anglo-Saxons, in the progress of his ceaseless pursuit, 
unburied this hidden treasure — which at once refuted the 
prevalent notions ; but this literary curiosity was fated to 
excite deeper emotions among the honest Danes. 

The existing manuscript of " The Exploits of Beowulf 
is of the tenth century ; but the poem was evidently com- 
posed at a far remoted period ; though, as all the person- 
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ages of the romance are Danes, and all the circumstances 
are Danish, it may be conjectured, if it be an original An- 
glo-Saxon poem, that it was written when the Danes had 
a settlement in some parts of Britain. At Copenhagen the 
patriotism of literature is ardent. The learned there 
claimed Beowulf as their own, and alleged that the Anglo- 
Saxon was the version of a Danish poem ; it became one 
of the most ancient monuments of the early history of their 
country, and not the least precious to them for its connex- 
ion with English affairs. The Danish antiquaries still 
amuse their imagination with the once Danish kingdom of 
Northumbria, and still call us " brothers ;" as at Caen, 
where the whole academy still persist in disputations on the 
tapestry of Bayeux, and style themselves our " masters." 

It was, therefore, a national mortification to the Danes 
that it was an Englishman who had first made known this 
relic ; and further, that it existed only in the library of 
England. The learned Thorkelin was despatched on a 
literary expedition, and a careful transcript of the manu- 
script of Beowulf was brought to the learned and patriotic 
Danes. It was finished for the press, accompanied by s 
translation and a commentary, in 1807. At the siege of 
Copenhagen a British bomb fell on the study of the hap- 
less scholar, annihilating ** Beowulf," transcript, translation, 
and commentary, the toil of twenty years. It seemed to 
be felt, by the few whose losses by sieges never appear in 
the royal gazettes, as not one of the least in that sad day 
of warfare with " our brothers." Thorkelin was urged 
to restore the loss. But it was under great disadvantages 
that his edition was published in 1815. Mr. Kemble has 
redeemed our honor by publishing a collated edition, after- 
ward corrected in a second with a literal version. Such 
versions may supply the wants of the philologist, but for 
the general reader they are doomed to be read like vocabu- 
laries. Yet even thus humbled and obscured, Beowulf as- 
pires to a poetic existence. He appeals to nature and 
excites our imagination — > while the monk CiBOMON, re- 
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stricted by his faithful creed, and his pertinacious chronol- 
ogy, seems to have afforded more delight by his piety 
than the other by his genius, and remains renowned as 
** the Milton of our forefathers !" 

6* 
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THE ANGLO-NORMANS. 

The Anglo-Saxon dominion in England endured for more 
tlian five centuries. 

A territorial people had ceased to be roving invaders, but 
stood themselves in dread of the invasions of their own an- 
cient brotherhood. They trembled on their own shores at 
those predatory hordes who might have reminded them of 
the lost valor of their own ancestors. But their warlike 
independence had passed away. And, as a martial abbot 
declared of his countrymen, " they had taken their swords 
from their sides and had laid them on the altar, where they 
had rusted, and their edges were now too dull for the field.*** 
They could not even protect the soil which they had con- 
quered, and often wanted courage to choose a king of their 
own race. Sometimes they stood ready to pay tribute to 
the Dane, and sometimes suffered the throne to be occupied 
by a Danish monarch. In a state of semi-civilization their 
rude luxury hardly veiled their unintellectual character. 
Feeble sovereigns and a submissive people could not ad- 
vance into national greatness. 

When the Duke of Normandy visited his friend and 
kinsman, Edward the Confessor, he beheld in England s 
mimetic Normandy ; Norman favorites were courtiers, and 
Norman soldiers were seen in Saxon castles. Edward long 
estranged from his native realm, had received his education 
in Normandy ; and the English court affected to imitate 
the domestic habits of these French neighbors — the great 
• speaking the foreign idiom in their houses, and writing in 
French their bills and accompts.f Already there was a 

* Speed, 441. This was said to *Uhe Conqueror,'' and this abbot 
of St. Alban's paid dearly for the patriotism which had then become 
treason. 

t A cireuinstance which Milton has recorded. 
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faction of Frenchified Saxons in the court of the unnational 
English sovereign. 

William the Norman surveyed an empire already half- 
Norman ; and in the prospect, with his accustomed fore- 
sight, he mused on a doubtful succession. A people who 
had often suffered themselves to fall the prey of their 
hardier neighbor, lie open for conquest to a more intelligent 
and polished race. 

The victory of Hastings did not necessarily include the 
oonquest of the people, and William still condescended to 
inarch to the throne under the shadow of a title. After a 
short residence of only three months in his newly-acquired 
realm, ** the Conqueror" withdrew into his dutohy, and there 
passed a long interval of nine months. William left many 
an unyielding Saxon ; a spirit of resistance, however sup- 
pressed bound men together, and partial insurrections 
seemed to be pushing on a crisis which might have revers- 
ed the conquest of England.* 

* Our great lawyers probably imagined that the honor of the 
eountry is implicated in the title unually accorded to William the 
Norman \ Spklman, the great antiquary, and Blackktonk, the histo- 
rian and the expounder of our lawn, have aUolutely explained away 
the assumed title of ** the Conqueror" to a mere technical fbudal 
term of ** Conqmitor^ or acquitar of any $»tati nut (/ /As cotnuioti 
coufN qf inhtritanc^,** The flrst purchaser (that is, he who brought 
the estate into the Ihmily which at present owns it) was styled <<th« 
Conqueror," and such u ttUt Mi proper phram in thi taw qf 8eotm 
Umd, KtTSON is indignant at what he calls *'a piti(\al forensic 

quibble." 

But another great lawyer and lord-ohancollor, the sedate Wniri- 
LOCKK, posiiiveiy asserts that '< William only conquered Harold and 
hit army \ fbr he never was, nor prut^nHtii to 6f , the conqueror of 
England, although the tycophant monki qf ih» tim$ gave him that 
title."— }Vhitfhck$*ti Hist, qf ^ng/ntirf, 3d. 

In a charter, granting certain lands fbr the church of Bt Paul's, 
which Stowe has translated IVom the record In the towt*r, William 
denominates himself, •• by the grace of God, Kinf( of KnitiUhmin** 
(Rex Anglorum), and addresses it **to all his well- beloved Frtneh 
ana Engtith ptopff^ greeting."— iSr/ouii'# turvfy of Londwk^ %^^ 
BdU* 1603. Did William on any occasion declare iha\ \\« viaa ^^ >2bA 
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During this mysterious and protracted visit, and appa- 
rent abandonment of his new kingdom to the care of others, 
was a vast scheme of dominion nursed in the councils of 
Norman nobles, and strengthened by the boundless devo- 
tion of hardy adventurers, who were all to share in the pres- 
ent spoliation and the future royalty ? In his prescient 
view did William then anticipate a conquest of long labor 
and of distant days ; the state, the nobles, the ecclesiastics, 
the people, the land, and the language, all to be changed ? 
Hume has ventured to surmise that the mind of the Norman 
labored with this gigantic fabric of dominion. It is proba^ 
ble, however, that this child of a novel policy was submit- 
ted to a more natural gestation, and expanded as circum- 
stances favored its awful growth. One night in December 
the king suddenly appeared in England, and soon unlimited 
confiscations and royal grants apportioned the land of the 
Saxons among the lords of Normandy, and even their lance- 
bearers. It seemed as if every new-comer brought his 
castles with him, so rapidly did the castles cover the soil.* 
These were strong-holds for the tyrant foreigner, or open 
retreats for his predatory bands ; stem overlookers were 
they of the land ! 

Conqueror** as well as the Sovereign of England ? When William 
attempted to learn the Saxon language, it is obvious that he did not 
desire to remind his new subjects that he ruled as Voltaire sung of 
his hero^ — 

- . " qui regna stir la France, 

Par droit de Conquete et par droit de Naissance.*' 

♦ The final history of these citadels may illustrate that verse of 
Goldsmith which reminds us — 

"To fly from pettt tyrants — to the throne!" 
In the short space of seventy years the owners of those castles 
bearded even majesty itself; these lords, by their undue share of 
power, were in perpetual revolt; till two royal persons, though 
opposed to each other, Stephen imd Maude, decreed for their mutual 
interest the demolition of fifteen hundred and fifteen castles. They 
were raised by commission, or by writs to the sherifis ; and a law 
was further enacted that ^^ none hereafter, without license, should 
embattle his house/* And thns was broken this aristocracy of cas- 
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The Norman lords had courts of their own ; sworn vas- 
sals to their suzerain, but kinglings to the people. Some- 
times they beheld a Saxon lord, whose heart could not tear 
itself from the lands of his race, a serf on his own soil ; 
but they witnessed without remorse the rights of the sword. 
Norman prelates were silently substituted for Saxon eccle- 
siastics, and whole companies of claimants arrived to steal 
into benefices or rush into abbeys. It was sufficient 
to be a foreigner and land in England, to become a bishop 
or an abbot. Church and state were now indissolubly 
joined, for in the general plunder each took their orderly 
rank. It was the triumphof an enlightened, perhaps a cun- 
ning race, as the Norman has been proverbially commemo- 
rated, over " a rustic and almost an illiterate generation," 
as the simplicity of our Saxon prelates, who could not 
always speak French, is described by Ordericus Vitalis, a 
monk who, long absent from England, wrote in Normandy. 
Ingulphus, the monk of Croyland, though partial to '* the 
Conqueror," however, honestly confesses that when the 
English were driven from their dignities, their successors 
were not alway their superiors. 

All who were eager to court their new lords were brought 
to dissemble their native rusticity. They polled their 
crowns, they cut short their flowing hair, and throwing 
aside the loose Saxon gown, they assumed the close vest 
of the more agile Norman. " Mail of iron and coats of 
steel would have better become them," cried an indignant 
Saxon. We have seen what a martial Saxon abbot de- 

tles. See two dissertations on " Castles," by Sir Robert Sutton, 
and by Agard ; Curious Discourses by Eminent jSntiquaries, i., 104 
and 188. 

This number of castles seems incredible, possibly many were ** em- 
battled houses." My learned friend, the Rev. Joseph Hunter, an 
antiquary most versant in manuscripts, inclines to think there may 
be some Scriptural error of the ancient scribe, who was likely to add 
or to leave out a cipher, without much comprehension of the nume- 
rals he was transcribing without a thought, like what happened to 
the el^n thousand virgins of St. Ursula. 
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clared to the Conqueror, while he mouraed over his pacific 
countrymen. This was the time when it was held a shame 
among Englishmen to appear English. It became prover- 
bial to describe a Saxon who ambitioned some distinguished 
rank, that ^^ he would be a gentleman if he could but talk 
French !" 

Fertile in novelties as was this amazing revolution, the 
most peculiar was the change of the language. The style 
of power and authority was Norman ; it interpreted the 
laws, and it was even to torment the rising generation of 
England ; children learned the strange idiom by construing 
their Latin into French, and thus, by learning two foreign 
languages together, wholly unlearned their own. Not only 
were they taught to speak French, but the French character 
was adopted in place of their own alphabet. It was fla- 
grant instance of the Conqueror's design to annihilate the 
national language, that finding a College at Oxford with an 
establishment founded by Alfred to maintain divines who 
were " to instruct the people in their own vulgar tongue," 
William decreed that " the annual expense should never 
after be allowed out of the King's exchequer."* 

The Norman prince on his first arrival could have enter- 
tained no scheme of changing the language, for he attempt- 
ed to acquire it. The secretary of the Conqueror has re- 
corded that when the monarch seemed inclined to adopt 
the customs of his new subjects, which his moderate meas- 
ures at first indicated, the Norman prince had tried his 
patience and his ear to babble the obdurate idiom, till he 
abhorred the sound of the Saxon tongue. If because the 
Conqueror could not learn the Saxon language he decided 
wholly to abolish it, this would seem nothing more than a 
fantastic tyranny ; but in truth, the language of the con- 
quered is usually held in contempt by the conquerors for 
other reasons beside offending the delicacy of the ear. 
The Normans could not endure the Saxons' untunable con- 
sonants, as it had occurred even to the unlettered Saxons 

♦ Speed, 440. ^ 
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themselvea ; for barbarians as their hordes were when they 
first became the masters of Britain, they had declared that 
the British tongue was utterly barbarous.* 

But not at his bidding could the military chief for ever 
silence the mother-tongue. Enough for " this stem man" 
to guard the land in peace, while every single hyde of 
land in England was known to him and ^^ put at its worth 
in ^t^ book,''^ as records the Saxon chronicler. The lan- 
guage of a people is not to be conquered as the people 
diemselves. " The birth-tongue" may be imprisoned or 
banished, but it cannot die — the people think in it ; the 
images of their thoughts, their traditional phrases, the carol 
over the mead-cup, and their customs far diffused, survived 
even the iron tongue of the curfew. 

The Saxons themselves, who had chased the native 
Britons from their land, still found that they could not sup- 
press the language of the fugitive people. The conquerors 
gave their Anglo-Saxon denominations to the towns and 
villages they built ; but the hills, the forests, and the riv- 
ers retain their old Celtic names. f Nature and nationality 
will outlast the transient policy of a new djmasty. 

The novel idiom became the language of those only 
with whom the court-language, whatever it be, will ever 
prevail — the men who by their contiguity to the great, 
affect to participate in their influence. In that magic cir- 
cle of hopes and fears where royalty is the sole magician 
of the fortunes of men, the Conquerer perpetuated his 
power by perpetuating his language. Ignorance of the 

• A curious fact discovered by Mr. Turner in a Cottonian manu- 
script has brought this circumstance to our knowledge. In a grant 
of land in Cornwall, an Anglo-Saxon king, afler mentioning the 
Saxon name of the place, adds, <* which the inhabitants there 
called, barbarico nomine, by the barbarous name of Pendyfig;" 
which was the British or Welsh name. — Vindication of the jSncient 
British Poems, 8. 

t Camden has noticed this striking circumstance in his ** Britan- 
nia." See also Percy's Preface to Mallett's "Northern Antiquities," 
xxxix. 
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French tongue was deemed a sufficient pretext for banish- 
ing an English bishop pertinacious in his nationality, who 
had for a while been admitted to the royal councils, but 
whose presence was no longer necessary to the dominant 
party. 

To the successors of the Norman William it might ap- 
pear that the English idiom was wholly obliterated from 
the memories of men ; not one of our monarchs and states- 
men could understand the most ordinary words in the na- 
tional tongue. When Henry the Second was in Pem- 
brokeshire, and was addressed in English — " Goode olde 
kynge," the king of England inquired in French of his 
esquire what was meant ? Of the title of " kynge," we 
are told that his majesty was wholly ignorant ! A ludi- 
crous anecdote of the chancellor of Richard the First is a 
strange evidence that the English language was wholly a 
foreign one for the English court. This chancellor in his 
flight from Canterbury, disguised as a female-hawker, car- 
T3dng imder his arm a bundle of cloth, and an ell-measure 
in his hand, sat by the seaside waiting for a vessel. The 
fishermen's wives inquired the price of the cloth, he could 
only answer by a burst of laughter ; for this man, bom in 
England, and chancellor of England, did not know a sin- 
gle word of English ! One more evidence will confirm 
how utterly the Saxon language was cast away. When 
the famous Groteste, bishop of Lincoln (who would no 
doubt have contemned his Saxon surname of " Great- 
head"), a voluminous writer, once condescended to instruct 
" the ignorant," he wrote pious books for their use in 
French ; the bishop making no account of the old national 
language, nor of the souls of those who spoke it. 

When the fate of conquest had overthrown the national 
language, and thus seemed to have bereaved us of all our 
literature, it was in reality only diverging into a new 
course. For three centuries the popular writers of Eng- 
land composed in the French language. Gaimar, who 
wrote on our Saxon history ; Wace, whose chronicle is a 
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rhymed version of that of GeofFry of Monmouth ; Benoit 
de Saint Maur (or Seymour) ; Pierre Langtoft, who com- 
posed a history of England ; Hugh de Rotelande (Rutland), 
and so many others, were all English ; some were descend- 
ants from Norman progenitors, but in every other respect 
they were English. Some were of a third generation. 

Our Henry the Third was a prodigal patron of these 
Anglo-Norman poets. This monarch awarded to a ro- 
mancer, Rusticien de Pise, who has proclaimed the regal 
munificence to the world, a couple of fine " chateaux," 
which I would not, however, translate as has been done 
by the English term " castles." Well might a romancer 
so richly remunerated promise his royal patron to finish 
" the Book of Brut," the never-ending theme to the ear of 
a British monarch, who, indeed, was anxious to possess 
such an authentic state-paper. Who this Rusticien de 
Pise was, one cannot be certain ; but he was one of a nu- 
merous brood, who, stimulated by " largesses" and fair 
chateaux, delighted to celebrate the chivalry of the British 
court, to them a perpetual fountain of honor and prefer- 
ment. We may now smile at the Coimt de Tressan's quer- 
ulous nationality, who is indignant that the writers of the 
French romances of the Round Table show a marked 
affectation of dwelling on everything that can contribute 
to the glory of the throne and court of England, preferring 
a fabulous Arthur to a true Charlemagne, and English 
knights to French paladins.* When Tressan wrote, this 
striking circumstance had not received its true elucidation ; 
the hand of these writers had only flowed with their grati- 
tude ; these writers composed to gratify their sovereign, 
or some noble patron at the English court, for they were 
English natives or English subjects, long concealed from 
posterity as Englishmen, by writing in French. It had 
then escaped the notice of our literary antiquaries at home 

♦ See his Preface to the prose romance of " La Fleur de* ^- 

taflles." 

Vox. J.—7 
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and abroad, that these Englishmen could have composed 
in no other language. How imperfect is the catalogue of 
early English poets by Ritson ! for it is since his day that 
this important fact in our own literary history has been 
acknowledged by the French themselves, who at length 
have distinguished between Norman and Anglo-Norman 
poets. M. Guizot was enabled by the French government 
to indulge his literary patriotism, by sending a skilful col- 
lector to England to search in our libraries for Norman 
writings ; and we are told, that none but Anglo-Norman 
writers have been found, that is. Englishmen writing on 
English affairs, and so English that they have not always 
avoided an unguarded expression of their dislike of for- 
©igners, and even of Normans ! 

It is worthy of observation, that even those Norman 
writers who came young into England soon took the col(Nr 
of the soil, and what rather surprises us, considering the 
fashion of the court of that period, studied the original na- 
tional language, translated our Saxon writings, and often 
mingled in their French verse phrases and terms which to 
this day we recognise as English. Of this we hav« an 
interesting evidence in an Anglo-Norman poetess, but re- 
cently known by the name of " Marie do France :" yet 
had she not written this single verse accidentally, 

'* Me nmnmerai par remembrance, 
Marie ai num, si sui de France — " 

we should from her subjects, and her perfect knowledge 
of the vernacular idiom of the English, have placed this 
Sappho of the thirteenth century among the women of 
England. This poetess tells us, that she had turned into 
her French rh3rmed verse the iEsopian Fables, which one 
of our kings had translated into 'English from the Latin. 
This royal author could have been no other than Alfred, to 
whom such a collection has been ascribed. We learn 
from herself the occasion of her version. Her task was 
performed for a great personage who read neither Latin 
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nor English ; it was done for " the love of the renowned 
Ead William Longsword :" 

Cunte Willamne, 

Le plus vaillant dec'est Royaume. 

Who could calculate the " largesse** " Count William,** 
this puissant Longsword, cast into the lap of this living 
muse when she offered all this melodious wisdom ; whose 
beautiful simplicity a child might comprehend, but whose 
moral and politic truths would throw even the Norman 
Longsword into a state of rational musing 1 Her " Lais,** 
short but wild " Breton" tales, which our poetess dedi- 
cated to her sovereign, our Henry the Third, are evidence 
that Marie could also skilfully touch the heart and amuse 
the fancy. 

In her poems, Marie has translated many French terms 
into pure English, and abounds with allusions to English 
places and towns whose names have not changed since 
the thirteenth century. Her local allusions, and her fa- 
miliar knowledge of the vernacular idiom of the English 
people, prove that " Marie," though by the accident of 
birth she may be claimed by France, yet by her early and 
permanent residence, and by the constant subjects of her 
writings, her " Breton Tales," and her " Fables" from the 
English, by her habits and her sympathies, was an Eng- 
lishwoman. 

At this extraordinary period when England was a for- 
eign kingdom, the English people found some solitary 
friends — and these were the rustic monk and the intiner- 
ant minstrel, for they were Saxons, but subjects too mean 
and remote for the gripe of the Norman, occupied in 
rooting out their lords to plant his own for ever in the 

Saxon soil. 

The monks, who lived rusticated in their scattered moU"* 
asteries, sojourners in the midst of their conquered land^ 
often felt their Saxon blood tingle in their veins. Not only 
did the filial love of their country deepen their sympathies, 
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but a more personal indignation rankled in their secret 
bosoms, at the foreign intruders, French or Italian — the 
t3rrannical bishop and the voluptuous abbot. There were 
indeed monks, and some have been our chroniclers, base- 
bom, humiliated, and living in fear, who in their leiger- 
books, when they alluded to their new masters, called 
them " the conquerors," noticed the year when some " con- 
queror" came in, and recorded what " the conquerors" had 
enacted. All these " conquerors" designated the foreign- 
ers, who were the heads of their houses. But there were 
other truer Saxons. Inspired equally by their public and 
their private feeling, these were the first who, throwing 
aside both Latin and French, addressed the people in the 
only language intelligible to them. The patriotic monks 
decided that the people should be reminded that they were 
Saxons, and they continued their history in their own 
language. 

This precious relic has come down to us — the Saxon 
Chronicle ;* but which in fact is a collection of chronicles 
made by difierent persons. These Saxon annalists had 
been eyewitnesses of the transactions they recorded, and 
this singular detail of incidents as they occurred without 
comment, is a phenomenon in the history of mankind, like 
that of the history of the Jews contained in the Old Tes- 
tament, and, like that, as its learned editor has ably ob- 
served, " a regular and chronological panorama of a people 
described in rapid succession by different writers through 
many ages in their own vernacular language,^^ The muta- 
tions in the language of this ancient chronicle are as re- 

♦ Miss Gumey, who has honorably been hailed as "the Elstob of 
her age," privately printed her own dose version of the « Saxon 
Chronicle" from the printed text, 1810. Happy lady I who, when 
sickness had made her its prisoner, opened the Saxon Chronicle j and 
she learned that she might teach the learned. 

The Rev. Dr. Ingram, Principal of Trinity College, Oxon., has 
since published his translation, accompanied by the original, a col- 
lation of the manuscripts, and notes critical and explanatory. 1823. 
4to. A volume not less valuable than curious. 
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markable as the fortunes of the nation in its progress from 
rudeness to refinement ; nor less observable are the entries 
in this great political register from the year one, of Christ, 
till 1154, when it abruptly terminates. The meagemess 
of the earlier recorders contrasts with the more impressive 
detail of later enlarged and thoughtful minds. When we 
come to William of Normandy, we have a character of 
that monarch by one who knew him personally, having 
Hved at his court. It is not only a masterly delineation, 
but a skilful and steady dissection. The earlier Saxon 
chronicler has recorded a defeat and retreat which Cesar 
suffered in his first invasion, which would be difficult to 
discover in the commentaries of Cesar. 

The true language of the people lingered on their lips, 
and it seemed to bestow a shadowy independence to a 
population in bondage. The remoter the locality, the more 
obdurate was the Saxon ; and these indwellers were lat- 
terly distinguished as " Uplandish" by the inhabitants of 
cities. For about two centuries " the Uplandish" held no 
social connexion ; separated not only by distance, but by 
their isolated dialects and peculiar customs, these natives 
of the soil shrank into themselves, intermarrying and dying 
on the same spot ; they were hardly aware that they were 
without a coimtry. 

It was a great result of the Norman government in 
England that it associated our insukr and retired dominion, 
with that nobler theatre of human affairs, the Continent of 
Europe. In Normandy we trace the first footings of our 
national power ; the English sovereign, now a prince of 
France, ere long on the French soil vied in magnitude of 
territory with his paramount lord, the monarch of France. 
Such a permanent connexion could not fail to produce a 
conformity in manners ; what was passing among our closest 
neighbors, rivals or associates, was reflected in the old 
Saxon land which had lost its nationality. 

7* 
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When learning was solely ecclesiastical and scholastic- 
al, there were no preceptors for mankind. The monastery 
and the university were far removed from the sympathies 
of daily life ; all knowledge was out of the reach of the 
layman. It was then that the energies of men formed a 
course of practical pursuits, a system of education of their 
own. The singular institution of chivalry rose out of a 
comhination of circumstances where, rudeness and luxury 
mingling together, the utmost refinement was foimd com- 
patible with barbaric grandeur, and holy justice with gen- 
erous power. In lawless times they invented a single law 
which included a whole code — the law of knightly honor, 
IJOrdenne de Chevalerie is the morality of knighthood, and 
invests the aspirant with every moral and political virtue 
as every military qualification,* 

Destitute of a national education, the higher orders thus 
found a substitute in a conventional system of manners. 
Circumstances, perhaps originally accidental, became cus- 
toms sealed with the sign of honor. In this moral chaos, 
Qrder marshalled confusion, as refinement adorned barba- 
rism. A mighty spirit lay as it were in disguise, and it 
broke out in the forms of imagination, passion, and magnifi- 
cence, seeking their objects or their semblance, and if 
sometimes mistaken, yet still laying the foimdations of social 
order and nations^l glory ni Europe, 

• St. Palaye, to whom we owe the ideal of Chivalry, has truly 
observed, " Toutes les vertus recommand^es par la Chevalerie tour- 
noient au bien public, au profit de I'Etat." It was when the causes 
of its institution ceased, and nothing remained but its forms without 
its motive, that altered manners could safely ridicule some noble 
qualities which, though now displaced, have not always found equal 
substitutes. In the advancement of society we may count some 
losses. 



■>»■»■ 
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A regular course of practical pursuits was assigned to 
the fiiture noble " childe" from the day that he left the pa- 
rental roof for the baronial hall of his patron. In these 
" nurseries of nobility," as Jonson has well described such 
an institution, in his first charge as varlet or page, the boy 
of seven years was an attendant at the baron's table, and 
it was no humiliating office when the youth grew to be the 
carver and the cup-bearer. He played on the viol or danced 
in the brawls till he was more gravely trained in " the mys- 
teries of woods and rivers," the arts of the chase, and the 
sciences of the swanery, and the heronry, and the fishery ; 
the springal cheerily sounded a blast of venery, or the fal- 
coner with his voice caressed his attentive hawk, which 
had not obeyed him had he neglected that daily flattery. 

At fourteen the varlet became an esquire, vaulting on 
his fiery steed, and perfecting himself in all noble exer- 
cises, nicely adroit in the science of " courtesie," or the 
etiquette of the court ; and already this " servant of love" 
was taught to elect La dame de ses pensees, and wore her 
favor and her livery for " the love of honor, or the honor 
of love," as Sir Philip Sydney in the style of chivalry ex- 
pressed it. 

At the maturity of twenty-and-one years the late varlet, 
and now the esquire, stood forth a candidate to blazon his 
shield by knighthood — -the accomplished gentleman of 
these Gothic days, and right learned too, if he can con his 
bible and read his romance. Enchanting mirror of all 
chivalry ! if he invent songs and set them to his own melo- 
dies. Yet will the gentle " bachelor" be dreaming on 
some gallant feat of arms, or some martial achievement, 
whereby " to win his spurs." On his solemn entrance into 
the church, laying his sword upon the altar, he resumed it 
by the oath which for ever bound him to defend the church 
and the churchmen. Thus all human aflfairs then were 
rounded by the ecclesiastical orbit, out of which no foot 
dared to stray. All began and all ended as the romances 
which formed his whole course of instruction — with the 
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devotion which seemed to have been addressed to man as 
much as to Heaven. 

After the termination of the Crusades, the grand inci« 
dent in the life of the Baron was a pilgrimage to the holy 
city of Jerusalem ; what the penitent of the cross had 
failed to conquer, it seemed a consolation to kneel at and to 
weep over : a custom not obsolete so late as the reigns of 
our last Henrys ; and still, though less publicly avowed, 
the melancholy Jerusalem witnesses the Hebrew and the 
Christian performing some secret vow, to grieve with a 
contrition which it seems they do not feel at home. 

In these peregrinations a lordly Briton might chance to 
find some French or Italian knight as rash and as haughty • 
it was a law in chivalry that a knight should not give way 
to any man who demanded it as a right, nor decline the 
single combat with any knight under the sun ; a challenge 
could not therefore be avoided. But a pas d^armes was 
not always a friendly invitation, for often under the guise 
of chivalry was concealed the national hostility of the 
parties. 

But when no crusade nor pilgrimage in the East, nor 
predatory excursion in the West, nor even the blazonry of 
a tournament, which fed his eyes with a picture of baMe, 
summoned to put on his mail-coat, how was the vacant 
Lord to wear out his monotonous days in his castle of 
indolence ? The domestic fool stood beside him, archly 
sad, or gravely mirthful, as his master willed, with a proT- 
erb or a quip ; and with his licensed bauble was the most 
bitterly wisest man in the castle. Patron of the costly 
manuscript which he could not himself read, the romancer 
of his household awaited his call ; the great then had fab- 
ulators or tale-tellers, as royalty has now, by title of their 
office — its readers. But this lord was too vigorous Uxt 
repose, and the tranquillity of chess was too trying for his 
brain ; the chess-board was often broken about the head of 
some mute dependant, or perhaps on one who returned the 
dagger for the board. There was little peace for bis rest- 
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lessness, when, weary in his seat, his priceless Norway 
hawk perched above his head,* and his idle hounds spread 
over the floor, ceaselessly reminded him of those wide and 
frowning forests which were continually encroaching on 
the tillage of the contemned agriculturist, offering a mi- 
metic war, not only against the bird and the beast, but man 
himself: for the lairs of the forest concealed the deer 
he chased, and often the bandit who chased the lord — the 
terrible lord of this realm of wood and water, where who- 
ever would fowl a bird or strike a buck might have his 
eyes torn from their sockets, or on the spot of his offence 
mount the instant gallows.f 

There was a disorderly grandeur about the castellated 
mansion which should have required the ukase of this 
sovereign of many leagues, surrounded by many hun- 
dreds of his retainers ; but rarely the cry of the oppressed 
was allowed to disturb the lord, while all within were 
exact in their appointments, as clockwork movements 
which were wound up in the government of these immense 
domestic establishments. Great families had their " house- 
hold-books," and in some the illegible hand of the lordly 
master himself, when the day arrived that even barons 
were incited to Scriptural attempts may yet be seen4 

♦ I recollect this trait in Chaucer. The Norway hawk was 
among the most valuable articles of property, valued at a sum 
equal to £300 of the present day. — NichoUa' History of Leicester' 
ehire, xxxiz. 

t The Norman William punished men with loss of eyes for taking 
his venery. — Sdden's Notes to Drayton's Polyolbion, song ii. 

An instant execution of two youths by the gamekeepers at the 
command of their lord appears in an ancient romance recently pub- 
lished in France. — Journal des Savans, 1838. 

} A curious specimen of these ** household-books," though of a 
later period, is that of the Northumberland family, printed by Bishop 
Percy. Many exist in manuscript, and contain particulars more 
Yilnable than the prices of conmiodities, for which they are usually 
valued i they offer striking pictures of the manners of their age. 
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These nobles, it appears, were more select in their falc<m« 
er and their chef'de^cuisine than in their domestic tutor, 
for such there was among the retainers of the household. 
This humiliated sage indeed in his own person was a model 
for the young varlets, on whom it was his office to incul- 
cate that patient suppleness and profound reverence for 
their lord and their superiors, which seemed to form the 
single principle of their education. At this period we find 
a domestic proverb which evidently came from the buttery. 
As then eight or ten tables were to be daily covered, it is 
probable the chivalric epicures sometimes found their tastes 
disappointed by the culinary artists ; it would seem that 
this put them into sudden outbreakings of ill-humor, for the 
proverb records that " the minstrels are often beaten for 
the faults of the cooks." 

Too much leisure, too many loungers, and the tedium of 
prolonged banquets, a want of the pleasures of the luxuri- 
ous sedentary would be as urgent as in ages more intellect* 
ual and refined ; those pleasures in which we participate 
though we are passive, receiving the impressions without 
any exertion of our own — pleasures which make us de- 
lighted auditors or spectators. The theatre was not yet 
raised, but the Hstlessness of vacuity gave birth to all the 
variegated artists of revelry. If they had not comedy 
itself, they abounded with the comic, and without tragedy 
the tragic often moved their emotions. Nor were they 
even then without their scenical illusions, marvels which 
came and vanished, as the Tregetour clapped his hands — 
enchantments ! which, though Chaucer opined to be only 
" natural magic," all the world tremblingly enjoyed as the 
work of devils ; a sensation which we have totally lost in 
the necromancy of our pantomimes. And thus it was that 
in the illumined hall of the feudal lord, we discover a whole 
dramatic company, which, however dissimilar in their pro- 
fessional arts, were all enlisted under the indefinite class of 
minstrels ; for in the domestic state of society we are now 
recalling, the poetic minstrel must be separated from those 
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sr minstrels of very different acquirements, with whom, 
Fever, he was associated. 

There were minstrels who held honorable offices in the 
at households, sometimes chosen for their skill and elo« 
km to perform the dignified service of heralds, and were 
he secret confidence of their lord ; these were those 
mtes of the castle, whose guerdon was sometimes as 
lantic as any incident in their own romance. 
^o festival, public or private, but there the minstrel poet 
» its crowning ornament. They awakened national 
mes in the presence of assembled thousands at the in- 
lation of an abbot, or the reception of a bishop.* Often, 
the Gothic hall they resounded some lofty " geste," ox 
le old " Breton lay," or with some gayer Fabliau indul« 
g the vein of an improvisatore, altering the old story 
en wanting a new one. Delightful rhapsodists, or amu« 
g tale-tellers, combining the poetic with the musical char- 
er, they displayed the influence of the imagination over 
ude and unlettered race ; — 

« They tellen Tales 

Both of WEEPYiNQ and of Gamb.'* 

Chaucer has portrayed the rapture of a minstrel excited 
his harp, a portrait evidently afler the life : — 

^^ Somewhat he lisped for his wantonness 
To make the English stvete upon his tonge ; 
And in his Harping when that he had songe^ 
His Eyen twivkUd in his Head aright^ 
As don the Sterres in a frosty night.'' 

The minstrel more particularly delighted " the lowed," 
the people, when, sitting in their fellowship, the harper 
lied their attention by some fragment of a chronicle of 
jir fathers and their father-land. The family-harper 
iched more personal sympathies ; the ancestral honors 
the baron made even the vassal proud — domestic tradi- 

• Warton, i., 94. 
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tions and local incidents deepened their emotions — the 
moralising ditty softened their mind with thought, and every 
comity had its legend at which the heart of the native 
beat. Of this minstrelsey little was written down, but tra- 
dition lives through a hundred echoes, and the " reliques of 
ancient English poetry," and the minstrelsey of the Scottish 
Border, and some other remains, for the greater part have 
been formed by so many metrical narratives and fugitive 
effusions. 

There were periods in which the minstrels were so 
highly favored that they were more amply rewarded than 
the clergy — a circumstance which induced Warton to ob- 
serve, with more truth than acuteness, that " in this age, 
as in more enlightened times, the people loved better to be 
pleased than to be instructed."* Such was their fascina- 
tion and their passion for " largesse !" that they were re- 
proached with dif&ining the treasury of a prince. It is 
certain that this thoughtless race have suffered from the 
evil eye of the monkish chroniclers, who looked on the 
minstrels as their rivals in sharing the prodigality of the 
great ; yet even their monkish censors relented whenever 
these revellers appeared. It was a festive day among so 
many joyless ones when the minstrel band approached the 
lone monastery. Then the sweet-toned vielle, or the merry 
Rebeck, echoed in the hermit-hearts of the slumbering in- 
mates ; vaulters came tumbling about, jugglers bewitched 
their eyes, and the grotesque Mime, who would not be out- 
done by his tutored ape. Then came the stately minstrel, 
with his harp, borne before him by his smiling page, usu- 
ally called " The Minstrel's Boy." One of the brother- 
hood has described the strolling troop who 

<^ Walken fer and wyde, 
Her, and ther, in every side, 
In many a diverse londe." 

The easy life of these ambulatory musicians, their ample 
gratuities, and certain privileges which the minstrels en- 

• Warton, ii., 412. 
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joyed both here and among our neighbors, corrupted their 
manners, and induced the dissipated and the reckless to 
claim those privileges by assuming their title. A disorderly 
rabble of minstrels crowded every public assembly, and 
haunted the private abode. At different periods the min- 
strels were banished the kingdom, in England and in 
France ; but their return was rarely delayed. The people 
could not be made to abandon these versatile dispensers of 
solace, amid their own monotonous cares. 

At different periods minstrels appear to have been per- 
sons of great wealth — a circumstance which we discover 
by their votive religious acts in the spirit and custom of 
those days. The priory of St. Bartholomew in Smithfield, 
in 1102, was founded by " Rahere," the king's minstrel, 
who is described as " a pleasant-witted gentleman," such 
as we may imagine a wealthy minstrel, and moreover " the 
king's," ever to have been.* In St. Mary's church at Bev- 
erly at Yorkshire, stands a noble column covered with 
figures of minstrels, inscribed, " This Pillar made the 
Mynstrels ;" and at Paris, a chapel dedicated to St. Julian 
of the Minstrels was erected by them, covered with figures 
of minstrels bearing all the instruments of music used in 
the middle ages, where the violin or fiddle is minutely 

sculptured.f 

If in these ages of romance and romancers the fair sex 
were rarely approached without the devotion of idolatry, 

• Stowe's Survey by Strype, book iii., 235. We might wish to 
learn the authority of Stowe for ascribing this *' pleasant wit" to 
Rahere of the eleventh century I As the pen of venerable Stowe 
never moved idly, our antiquary must have had some information 
which is now lost. *' The king's minstrel" is also a doubtful desig- 
nation : was the founder of this priory " a king of the minstrels ?" 
an office which the French also had, Ray des MeneairaulXf a govern- 
or instituted to keep order among all minstrels. Our Rahere, how- 
ever ** pleasant-witted," seems to have fallen into penance for his 
" wit," for he became tlie first prior. 

t jlntiquites NationaUs, par Millin, xli. Two plates exhibit this 
Gothic chapel and the various musical instruments. 

Vol. I.— 8 
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whenever " the course of true love" altered — when the 
frail spirit loved too late and should not have loved, the 
punishment became more criminal than the crime ; for there 
was more of selfish revenge and terrific malignity than of 
justice, when autocratical man became the executioner of 
his own decree. The domestic chronicles of these times 
exhibit such harrowing incidents as those of La Chatelaine 
de Vergy, where suddenly a scene of immolation struck 
through the devoted household ; or that of La Dame du 
Fayel,* who was made to eat her lover's heart. And those 
who had not to punish, but to put to trial, the affections of 
women who were in their power, had their terrible capri- 
ces, a ferocity to their barbarous loves. Year after year 
the Gothic lord failed to subdue the immortalized patience 
of Griselda, and such was our " Childe Waters," who put 
to such trials of passion, physical and mental, the maiden 
almost a mother. In the fourteenth century, one century 
later than the histories of the " Chatelaine'^ and the " Dame^ 
either the female character was sometimes utterly dissolute, 
- or the tyranny of husbands utterly reckless, when we find 
that it was no uncommon circumstance that women were 
strangled by masked assassins, or walking by the river-side, 

* Both these romantic tales may be considered as authentic nar- 
ratives though they have often been used by the writers of fiction. 
La Chatelaine de Vergy has been sometimes confounded with Ze 
Chatelain de Coney, the lover of La Dame du Fayel, The story of 
the Countess of Vergy (on which a romance of the thirteenth cen- 
tury is founded, Hist. Litt. de France, xviii., 779) has heen a favor- 
ite with the tale-tellers — the queen of Navarre, Bandello, and 
Belle Forest, and is elegantly versified in the «' Fabliaux, or Tales," 
of Way. That of the Dame du Fayel, one of the Fathers of French 
literary history, old Fauchet, extracted it from a good old chronicle 
dated two centuries before he wrote. The story is also found in an 
ancient romance of the thirteenth century in the Royal Library of 
France. — Hist. Litt. de la France, xiv., 579; xvii., 644. The 
story of Childe Waters in Percy's Collection has all the pathetic 
simplicity of ancient minslrelsey, which is more forcibly felt when 
we compare it with the rifaccimento by a Mrs. Pye, in Evans's Old 
Ballads. 
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were plunged into it. This drowning of women gave rise 

to a popular proverb — " It is nothing ! only a woman being 

drowned." La Fontaine, probably without being aware of 

this allusion to a practice of the fourteenth century, has pre* 

served the Proverbial phrase in his " La Femme noyee,'' 
beginning, — 

*^ Je ne suis pas de ceux qui disent ce n'est rien, 
C'est une Femme qui se noye I"* 

The personages and the manners here imperfectly 
sketched, constituted the domestic life of our chivalric society 
from the twelfth century to the first civil wars of England. 
In this long interval few could read ; even bishops could 
not always write, and the Gothic baron pleaded the privi- 
lege of a layman for not doing the one or the other. 

The intellectual character of the nation can only be 
traced in the wandering minstrel and the haughty ecclesi- 
astic. The minstrel mingling with all the classes of so- 
ciety reflected all their sympathies, and in reality was one 
of the people themselves ; but the ecclesiastic stood apart, 
too sacred to be touched, while his very language was not 
that either of the noble or of the people. 

A dense superstition overshadowed the land from the 

* Montaigne was so well acquainted with this practice, that he 
has used it as a familiar illustration of the obstinacy of some wo- 
men — which I suppose the good man imagined could not be para- 
lelled by instances from the masculine sex ; however, his language 
must not be disguised by a modem version. " Celui qui forgea le 
conte de la femme qui, pour aucune correction de menaces et bas- 
tonnades, ne cessait d'appeler son man, Pouilleux, et qui, pr^cipit6 
dans I'eau; haussoit encore, en s'etouffant, les mains et faisoit au- 
dessus de sa t6te signe de tuer des poux, forgea un conte duquel 
en v6rit6 tons les jours on voit Pimage expresse de l'opiniatret6 des 
femmes.^' 

The punishment of our ** Ducking-stool" for female brawlers pos- 
sibly originated in this medisevel practice of throwing women into the 
river : but this is but an innocuous baptism, while we find the obsti- 
nate wife here, who probably spoke true enough, s'etouffanty — mere- 
ly for correcting the filthy lubbard, her lord and masXex* 
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time of the first crusade to the last. It may be doubtful 
whether there was a single Christian in all Christendom, 
for a new sort of idolatry was introduced in shrines, and 
relics, and masses ; holy wells, awful exorcisms, saintly 
vigils, month's minds, pilgrimages afar, and penances at 
home ; lamp-lighting before shrines decked with golden 
images, and hung with votive arms and legs of cripples who 
recovered from their rheumatic ails. The enthusiasm for 
the figure of the cross conferred a less pure sanctity on that 
memorial of pious tribulation. Everywhere it was placed 
before them. The crusader wore that sign on his right 
shoulder, and when his image lay extended on his tomb, 
the crossed legs were reverently contemplated. They 
made the sign of the cross by the motion of their hand, in 
peril or in pleasure, in sorrow and in sin, and expected no 
happy issue in an adventure without frequently signing 
themselves with the cross. The cross was placed at the 
beginning and at the end of their writings and inscriptions, 
and it opened and closed the alphabet. The mystical vir- 
tues of the cross were the incessant theme of the monachal 
orders, and it was kissed in rapture on the venal indul- 
gence expedited by the papal hierephant. As even in sa- 
cred things, novelty and fashion will perversely put in their 
claim, we find the writers and the sculptors varying the 
appearance of the cross ; its simple form t^ became en- 
closed in a circle © , and again varied by dots ^ff-,* The 
guardian cross protected a locaUty, and in England, at the 
origin of parishes, the cross stood as the hallowed witness 
which marked the boundaries, and which it had been sacri- 
lege to disturb. It was no unusual practice to place the 
sign at the head of private letters, however trivial the con- 
tents, as we find it in charters and other public documents. 
In one of the Paston letters, the piety of the writer at a 
much later period could not detail the ordinary occurrences 
of the week without inserting the sacred letters I. H. S. ; 
and similar invocations are found in others.f 

• Leland's Itinerary, ii. 126, f Paston's Letters, v., 17. 
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The material symbol of Christianity had thus been in- 
discriminately adopted without conveying with it the virtues 
of the gospel. The cross was a myth — the cross was the 
Fetish* of an idolatrous Christianity — they bowed before 
it, they knelt to it, they kissed it, they kissed a palpable 
and visible deity ; never was the Divinity rendered more 
familiar to the gross understandings of the vulgar ; and in 
these ages of unchristian Christianity, the cross was de- 
graded even to a vulgar mark, which conveniently sewed 
for the signature of some unlettered baron. 

* See the very curious chapter on the Fetish worthipf in that very 
original and learned work, *< The Doctor," v., 132. 

8* 
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GOTHIC ROMANCES. 

A NEW species of literature arose in the progress of that 
practical education which society had assiuned ; a literature 
addressed to the passions which rose out of the circum- 
staitces of the times ; dedicated to war, to love, and to re- 
ligion, when the business of life seemed restricted to the 
extreme indulgence of those ennobling pursuits. In too 
much love, too much war, too much devotion, it was not 
imagined that knights and ladies could ever err. If some- 
times the loves were utterly licentious, wondrous tales are 
told of their immaculate purity ; if their religion were then 
darkened by the grossest superstition, their faith was gen- 
uine, and would have endured martyrdom ; and if the chiv- 
alric valors often exulted in its ferocity and its rapacity, its 
generous honor amid a lawless state of society maintained 
justice in the land, by the lance which struck the oppressor, 
and by the shield which covered the helpless. 

EverjrthiAg had assumed a more extended form : the 
pageantry of society had varied and multiplied ; the ban- 
quet was prolonged; the festival day was frequent ; the 
ballad narrative, or the spontaneous lyric, which had suf- 
ficed their ruder ancestors to allure attention, now demand- 
ed more volume and more variety ; the romance with a 
deeper interest was to revolve in the entangling narrative 
of many thousand lines. There was a traditional store, a 
stock of fabling in hand, heroical panegyrics, satirical songs, 
and legendary ballads ; all served as the stuff for the looms 
of mightier weavers of rhyme, whose predecessors had left 
them this inheritance. The marvellous of Romance burst 
forth, and this stupendous fkbric of invention bewitched 
Europe during three centuries. 

Romance, from the light fabliau to the voluminous fic- 
tion, has admitted in the luxury of our knowledge and 
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curiosity, not only of critical investigation, but of its inven- 
tion, by tracing it to a single source. The origin of Ro- 
mance has been made to hinge on a theoretical history ; 
and by maintaining exclusive systems, mostly fanciful and 
partly true, it has been made complicate. Whether inven- 
tion in the form of Romance came from the oriental tale- 
teller or the Scandinavian Scald, or whether the fictions of 
Europe be the growth of the Provencal or the Armorican 
soil, our learned inquirers have each told ; nor have they 
failed in considerably diminishing the claims of each par- 
ticular system opposed to their own ; but the greatest error 
will be found in their mutual refutations.* While each 
stood entrenched in an exclusive system, they were only 
furnishing an integral portion of a boundless and complicate 
inquiry. They scrutinized with microscopic eyes into that 
vast fabric of invention, which the Grothic genius may 
proudly oppose to the fictions of antiquity, and they seem- 
ed at times forgetful of the vicissitudes which, at distant 
intervals, and by novel circumstances, enlarged and modi- 
fied the changeful state of romantic fiction among every 
people. 

In the attempt to retrace the Nile of Romance to a soli- 
tary source, in the eagerness of their discoveries they had 
not yet ascertained that this Nile bears many far-divided 
heads, and some from which time shall never remove its 
clouds ; for who dares assign an origin to the ancient Mile- 
sian tales, the tales and their origin being alike lost ?t 

* Warton and Percy, Ritson and Leyden, Ellis and Torner and 
Price, and recently the late Abbd de la Rue. 

t A profound and poetic genius has thrown out a new su^estion 
on the origin of these Eastern tales : <^ I think it not unlikely that 
the MiUsian Taks contained the germes of many of those now in the 
Fabian Nights, The Greek empire must have left deep impressions 
on the Persian intellect — so also many of the Roman Catholic Ze- 
gends are taken from jSpuleius. The exquisite story of Cupid and 
Psyche is evidently a philosophical attempt to parry Christianity 
with a quasi Platonic account of the fall and redemption of man.*' — 
Coleridge's Literary Remains, i., 180. Whatever were these Mile- 
sian Tales, they amused the Grecian sages in the earliest period of 
their history. 
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WarUm, encumbered by his theory of an Eastern origin, 
opened the map to track the voyage of an Arabian tale : he 
landed it at Marseilles, that port by which ancient Greece 
first held its intercourse with our Europe, and thence the 
tale was sent forward through genial Italy, but forced to 
haibor in this voyage of Romance at the distant shores of 
Britanny, that land of Romance and of the ancient Briton. 
The result of his S3rstem startled the literary world by his 
assumption, that " the British history'' of Geoffry of Mon- 
mouth entirely consists of Arabian inventions ! the real 
source of the airy existence of our British Arthur ! Bishop 
Percy had been nearly as adventurous in his Gothic origin, 
by landing a number of the northern bards with the army 
of Rollo in Normandy ; an event which contributed to in- 
fuse the Scaldic genius into the romances of chivalry, 
whose national hero is Charlemagne — the tutelary genius 
of France and Germany. 

They had looked to the east, and to the north — and 
wherever they looked for the origin of Romance it was 
found. They had sought in a comer of the universe for 
that which is universal. 

Romance sprang to birth in every clime, native wherever 
she is found, notwithstanding that she has been a wanderer 
among all lands, and as prodigal a dispenser as she has 
been free in her borrowings and artful in her concealm^ents. 

The art of fabling may be classed among the mimetic 
arts — it is an aptitude of the universal and plastic facul- 
ties of our nature ; and man might not be ill-defined and 
charactered as " a mimetic and fabling animal." 

The earliest romances appear in a metrical form about 
the middle of the twelfth century. The first was " Es- 
toires," or pretended chronicles, like that of the Brut of 
Wace ; the romances of martial achievement then predom- 
inated, those of the knights of Arthur, and the Paladins of 
Charlemagne ; the adventures of love and gallantry were 
of a later epoch. In the mutability of taste an extraordinary 
transition occurred ; after nearly two centuries passed in 
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rh3nning, all the verse was to be turned into prose. Whether 
Toluminous rhymes satiate the public ear, or novelty in the 
form was sought even when they had but little choice, the 
writers of romance, a very flexible gentry, who of all other 
writers servilely accommodate themselves to the public 
taste, with more fluent pens loitered into a more ample 
page ; or, as they expressed themselves, " translates de 
rime en prose," or " mis en beau langage." Many of the 
old French metrical romances, in the fourteenth century, 
were disguised in this humbled form ; but their " mensogne 
magnanime," to use Tasso's style who loved them, lost 
nothing in number or in hardihood. On the discovery of 
the typographic art, in the fifteenth century, many of these 
prose romances in manuscript received a new life by pass- 
ing through the press ; and these, in their venerable '* lettres 
Grothiques," are still hoarded for the solace of the curious 
in fictions of genuine antiquity, and of invention in its 
prime, both at home and abroad ; and in a reduced form we 
find them surviving among the people on the continent. It 
is singular that the metrical romances seem never to have 
received the honors conferred on the prose.* 

These romances in their manuscript state, were cher- 
ished objects ;t the mighty tomes, sometimes consisting of 
forty or fifty thousand lines, described as those *' great 
books of parchment," or " the great book of romances," 
were usually embellished by the pen and the pencil with 
every ornament that fancy could suggest ; bound in crim- 
son velvet, guarded by clasps of silver, and studded with 
golden roses ; profuse of gorgeous illuminations, and deco- 

* Ritson and Weber have elegantly printed some of the best En* 
glish metrical romances. In France they have recently enriched lit- 
erature with many of these manuscript romances. See Gentleman's 
Magazine, Oct., 1839. 

t It is a curious fact, that in 1390, Sir James Douglas of Dalkeith, 
the ancestor of the Earl of Morton, apparently valued them as about 
equal to the statutes of the realm ; for he bequeathed in his will to 
his son, " Omnes libros meos tam Statulorum Regni Scocie quam 
ilOTiiancie."— Xaing'* Early Metrical Tales, Edirdmrgh, 1826. 
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rated with the most delicate miniatures, " limned with gold 
of graver's work" on an azure ground ; or the purple page 
setting off the silvery letters ; — objects then of perpetual 
attraction to the story-believing reader, and which now 
charm the eye which could not as patiently con the endless 
page. The fashions of the times are exactly shown in the 
dresses and the domestic furniture ; as well as their instru- 
ments, military and musical. 

Studies for the artist as for the curious antiquary,* we 
may view the plumage in a casque curved and falling with 
peculiar grace, and a lady's robe floating in its amplitude ; 
and ornaments of dress arranged, which our taste might 
emulate. A French amateur who possessed le Roman de 
la Violette, a romance of a fabulous Count of Nevers, was 
80 deeply struck by its exquisite and faithful miniatures, 
that he employed the best artists to copy the most interest- 
ing, and placed them in his collection of the costume and 
fashions of the French nation ; a collection preserved in 
the Royal Library of France.f If their hard outline does 
not always flow into grace, their imagination worked under 
the mysterious influence of the romance through all their 
devoted labor. In a group of figures we may observe that 
the heads are not mechanically cast by one mould, but the 
distinct character looks as if the thoucrbtful artist had 

o 

worked out his recollections on which he had meditated. 
In some of the heads, portraits of distinguished persons 
have been recognised. Not less observable are the ara- 
besques often found on the margins, where the playful pen- 
cil has prodigally flung flowers and fruit, imitating the 
bloom, or insects which look as if they had lighted on the 

• A collection of these romances formed into three folio tomes 
in manuscript was enriched by seven hundred and forty-seven 
miniatures, avec les InitiaUs peintes en or et couleurs. 6093, Rox- 
burgh Cat. 

t Cat. of the Duke de la Valliere, 4507. Strutt would have done 
as much for ourselves, but he worked in unrequited solitude with all 
the passion of the French amateur, but without his '^ best artists.'' 
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leaf. These margins, however, occasionally exhibit ara- 
besques of a very different character ; figures or subjects 
which often amused the pencil of the monastic limners, 
satirical strokes aimed at their brothers and sisters — the 
monks and the nuns ! I have observed a wolf, in a monk's 
frock and cowl, stretching its paw to bless a cock bend- 
ing its submissive head ; a cat, in the habit of an abbess, 
holding a platter in its paws to a mouse approaching to 
lick it, alluding to the allurements of abbesses to draw 
young women into their convents ; and a sow, in a nun's 
veil, mounted on stilts. A pope appears to be thrown by 
devils into a caldron, and cardinals are roasting on spits. 
All these expressions of suppressed opinion must have 
been executed by the monks themselves. These reform- 
ers before the Reformation sympathized with the popular 
feeling against the haughty prelate and the luxurious 
abbot. 

The great romance of Alexander, preserved in the Bod- 
leian Library, reveals a secret of the cost of time freely 
bestowed on that single and mighty tome. The illumina- 
tor, by preserving the date when he had completed his 
own work compared with that of the transcriber when he 
had finished his part, appears to have employed nearly six 
years on the paintings which embellish this precious 
volume.* 

Such a metrical romance was a gift presented to royalty, 
when engrossed by the rapturous hand of the romancer 
himself; the autograph, in a presentation copy, might 
count on the meed of " massy goblets" when the munifi- 
cent patron found the new volume delectable to his taste, 
which indeed had been anticipated by the writer. This 
incident occurred to Froissart in presenting his romance to 
Richard the Second, when, in reply to his majesty's in- 

• This romance was composed about the year 1200 ; the present 
copy was made in 1338. There is also a splendid manuscript with 
rich and delicate illuminations of the ancient romance of Alexander 
in prose in the Brit. Mas., Bib. Reg. 15^ £. 6. 
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quiry after the contents, the author exultingly told that 
" the book treated of Amour !" 

To the writers of these ancient romances we cannot 
deny a copious invention, a variegated imagination, and, 
among their rambling exuberances and their grotesque 
marvels, those enchanting enchantments which the Greeks 
and Romans only partially and coldly raised. We may 
often, too, discover that truth of human nature which is not 
always supposed to lie hid in these desultory compositions. 
Amid their peculiar extravagances, which at least may 
serve to raise an occasional smile, the strokes of nature 
are abundant, and may still form the studies of the writers 
of fiction, however they may hang on the impatience of 
the writers and the readers of our duodecimos. Ancient 
writers are pictorial : their very fault contributes to produce 
a remarkable effect — a fulness often overflowing, but 
which at least is not a scantiness leaving the vagueness of 
imperfect description. Their details are more circum- 
stantial, their impressions are more vivid, and they often 
tell their story with the earnestness of persons who had 
conversed with the actors, or had been spectators of the 
scene. We may be wearied, as one might be at a pro- 
tracted trial by the witnesses, but we are often struck by 
an energetic reality which we sometimes miss in their 
polished successors. Their copiousness indeed is without 
selection ; they wrote before they were critics, but their 
truth is not the less truth because it is given with little art. 

The dilations of the metrical romances into tomes of 
prose,Warton considered as a proof of the decay of invention. 
Was not this censure rather the feeling of a poet for his 
art, than the decision of a critic ? for the more extended 
scenes of the romances in prose required a wider stage, 
admitted of a fuller dramatic effect in the incidents, and a 
more perfect delineation of the personages through a more 
sustained action. If the prose romances are not epics by 
the conventional code of the Stagyrite, at least they are 
epical ; and some rude Homers sleep among these old ro- 



GOTHIC ROMANCES. 97 

mancers, metrical or prosaic. A living poetic critic, one 
best skilled to arbitrate, for he is without any preposses- 
sions in favor of our ancient writers, has honestly ac- 
knowledged their faithfulness to nature in their touching 
simplicity ; ** nor," he adds, " do they less afford, by their 
bolder imagination, adequate subjects for the historical 
pencil." And he has more particularly noticed " Le bone 
Florence de Rome," — thus written by our ungrammatical 
minstrels : " Classical poetry has scarcely ever conveyed 
in shorter boimdaries so many interesting and complicated 
events as may be found in this good old romance."* This 
indeed is so true, that we find these romantic tales were 
not only recited or read, but their subjects were worked 
into the tapestries which covered the walls of their apart- 
ments. The Bible and the romance equally offered sub- 
jects to eyes learned in the " Estoires" never to be for- 
gotten. 

Our master-poets have drawn their waters from these 
ancient fountains. Sidney might have been himself one of 
their heroes, and was no unworthy rival of his masters : 
Spenser borrowed largely, and repaid with munificence : 
Milton in his loftiest theme looked down with admiration 
on this terrestrial race^ 

** and what resouads 



In fable or romance of Uther's Isoil, 
Begirt with British or armoric knights.'^ 

" In Amadis of Gaul," has said our true laureate, " may 
be found the Zelmane of the Arcadia, the Masque of Cupid 
of the Faery Queen, and the Florizel of the Winter's 
Tale. Sidney, Spenser, and Shakspere, imitated this 
book : was ever book honored by three such imitators ?"t 

• Campbell's Essay on English Poetry. 

f Our vernacular literature owes to the unremitting ardor of our 

laureate recent editions of La Morte d' Arthur ^ Palmerin of England^ 

and a new translation from the Portuguese of Amadis of Gaul. For 

readers who are not antiquaries and who may recoil from the prolix^ 

Vol. I.— 9 
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A great similarity is observable among these writers of 
fiction, both in their incidents and the identity of their 
phrases; an evidence that these inventors were often 
drawing from a common source. In these ages of manu- 
scripts they practised without scruple many artifices, and 
might safely appropriate the happiest passages of their 
anonymous brothers.* One romance would produce many by 

ity of the ancient romances, therfe is a work of their species which 
may amply gratify their curiosity, and it is of easy acquisition. It 
is not an unskilful compilation from the romances of chivalry made 
by Richard Johnson, a noted bookwright in the reign of Elizabeth ; 
it has passed through innumerable editions, and has at last taken its 
station in the popular library of our juvenile literature. I suspect 
that the style has been too often altered in the modem editions, 
which has injured its raciness. It is well known as " The Renown- 
ed History of the Seven Champions of Christendom." The compiler 
has metamorphosed the Rowland, Oliver, Guy, Bevis, &c., into seven 
saints or champions of Christendom ; but '^ he has preserved some 
of the most capital fictions of the old Arabian romance.'' — Warton, 
iii., 63. £d. 8vo. It may serve as a substitute for the old black- 
letter romances, being a compendium^ of their rich or their grotesque 
fancies j or, as Ritson observes with his accustomed energetical crit- 
icism, " It is a compound of superstition, and, as it were, all the lyes 
in Christendom in one lye, and is in many parts of the country be- 
lieved at this day to be as true as the gospel." — Dissertation on Bo- 
tnance, xxxiv. 

* One of the most celebrated romantic histories is " the Troy-book 
of Guido delle Colonne," which has been considered as the original 
of an the later tales of Troy. On tne acute suggestion of Tyrwhit, 
Bouce ascertained that this fabulous history, by many regarded as 
original, is only a Latin translation of a Norman poet,* which Guido 
passes oflf as a history collected from Dares and other fictitious 
authorities, but disingenuously conceals the name of Benoit de Saint 
Maur, whose works he appears to have found when he came to Eng- 
land. It was a prevalent practice in the middle ages, to appropriate 
a work by a cautious suppression of any mention of the original. 
Tiraboschi might now be satisfied that Guido delle Colonne was in 
England, which he doubted, since he now stands charged with only 
turnmg into Latin prose the poem of a Norman, that is, an English 
poet at the court of our Henry the Second. 

1 Douce's niostrations of Shakspere. 
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rariations ; tlie same story would serve as the ground-work 
of another ; and the later romancer, to set at rest the scru- 
ples of the reader, usually foimd fault with his predecessors 
who, having written the same story, had not given " the 
trtie one !" By this innocent imposture, or this ingenious 
impudence, they designed to confer on their romance the 
dignity of history. The metrical romances pretend to 
translate some ancient " Cronik" which might be consulted 
at Caerleon, the magical palace of the vanished Arthur ; 
or they give their own original romance as from some 
" Latyn auctour," whose name is cautiously withheld ; or 
they practise other devices, pretending to have drawn 
their work from " the Greek," or " the English," and even 
from an " unknown language." In some Colophons of the 
prose romances the names of real persons are assigned as 
the writers ;* but the same romance is equally ascribed to 
different persons, and works are given as translations 
which in fact are originals. Amid this prevailing confu- 
sion, and these contradictory statements, we must agree 
with the editor of Warton, that we cannot with any confi- 
dence name the author of any of these prose romances. 
Ritson has aptly treated these pseudonymous translators as 
" men of straw." We may say of them all as the antiqua- 
ry Douce, in the agony of his baffled researches after one 
of their favorite authorities, a Will-o'-the-Wisp named Lol- 
lius, exclaimed, somewhat gravely — " Of LoUius it will 
become every one to speak with diffidence." Ariosto 
seems to have caught this bantering humor of mystifying 
his readers in his own Gothic romance, gravely referring 
his extravagances to " the Chronicle of the pseudo Arch- 
bishop Turpin" for his voucher! What was with the 
Italian but a playful stroke of satire on the pretended ver- 
ity of Turpin himself, may have covered a more serious 
design with these ancient romance- writers. P^re Menes- 

* In the curious catalogue of these romances in the Roxburgh Li- 
brary, the cataloguer announced three or four of these pretended 
authors as " names unknown to any literary historians," and c(m- 
gidered the announcement a literary discovery. 



100 GOTHIC ROMANCES. 

trier ascribed these productions to heralds, who, he says, 
were always selected for their talents, their knowledge, 
and their experience ; qualifications not the most essential 
for romance-writing. " According to the bad taste of 
those ignorant ages," he proceeds, " it is from them so 
many romances on feats of arms and of chivalry issued, 
by which they designed to elevate their own office, and to 
celebrate their voyages in different lands."* St. Palaye, 
in adopting this notion of these heraldical romances, with 
more knowledge of the ancient romances than the good 
Father possessed, Ixas added a more numerous body, the 
Trouvercs, who, either in rehearsing or in composing 
these poetical narratives, might urge a stronger claim. 

When Pere Menestrier imagined that it was the inten- 
tion of these heralds, by these romances, " to celebrate 
their voyages in different lands," it seems to have escaped 
him that '^ the voyages" of these romancers to the vision- 
ary Caerleon, to England oi: to Macedonia, were but a ge- 
ography of Fairy Land. 

In the history of Literature we here discover a whole 
generation of writers, who, so fa;r from claiming the honor 
of their inventions, or aspiring after the meed of fame, 
liave even studiedly concealed their claims, and, with a 
modesty and caution difficult to comprehend, dropped into 
their graves without a solitary commemoration. 

These idling works of idlers must have been the pleas- 
ant productions of persons of great leisure, with some 
tincture of literature, and to whom, by the peculiarity of 
their condition, fame was an absolute nullity. Who were 
these writers who thus contemned fame ? Who pur- 
sued the delicate tasks of the illuminator and the calli- 
grapher ? Who adorned psalters with a religious patience, 
and expended a whole month in contriving the vignette of 
an initial letter ? Who were these artists who worked for 
no gain ? In those ages the ecclesiastics were the only 

• Pdre Menestrier, Chevalerie Ancieiine et Modeme, chap. v. on 
Heralds. 
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persons who answer to this character ; and it would only 
be in the silence and leisure of the monastery that such 
imaginative genius and such refined art could find their 
dwelling-place. I have sometimes thought that it was 
P^re Hardouin's conviction of all this literary industry of 
the monks which led him to indulge his extravagant con- 
jecture, that the classical writings of antiquity were the 
fabrications of this sedentary brotherhood ; and his " pseu- 
do-Virgilius" and " pseudo-Horatius" astonished the world, 
though they provoked its laughter. 

The Gothic mediaeval periods were ages of imagination, 
when in art works of amazing magnitude were produced, 
while the artists sent down no claims to posterity. We 
know not who were the numerous writers of these volu- 
minous romances, but, what is far more surprising, we are 
nearly as imacquainted with those great and original archi- 
tects who covered our land with the palatial monastery, 
the church, and the cathedral. In the religious societies 
themselves the genius of the Gothic architect was found : 
the bishop or the abbot planned while they opened their 
treasury ; and the sculptor and the workmen were the 
tenants of the religious house. The devotion of labor and 
of faith raised these wonders, while it placed them beyond 
the unvalued glory which the world can give.* 

We cannot think less than P^re Hardouin, that there 
were no poetical and imaginative monks — Homers in 
cowls, and Virgils who chanted vespers — who could com- 
pose in their unoccupied day more beautiful romances 
than their crude legends, or the dry annals of the leiger- 
book of their abbey. Some knowledge these writers had 
of the mythological, and even the HomeMc and Virgilian 
fiction, for they often gave duplicates of the classical fables 
of antiquity. Circe was a fair sorceress, the one-eyed 
Polyphemus a dread giant, and Perseus bestrode a winged- 
dragon, before they were reflected in romances. But 
what we discover peculiar in these works is a strange miit* 
• See Bentham's History and Antiquities of Ely, 2T. 

9* 
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tore of sacred and profane matters, always treated in a 
manner which scents of the cloister. Before he enters 
the combat, the knight is often on his knees, invoking his 
patron-saint ; he proffers his vows on holy relics ; while 
ladies placed in the last peril, or the most delicate posi- 
tions, by their fervent repetitions of the sign of the cross, 
or a vow to found an abbey, are as certainly saved : and 
for another refined stroke of the monachal invention, the 
heroes often close their career in a monastery or a her- 
mitage. The monkish morality which sat loosely about 
them, was, however, rigid in its ceremonial discipline. 
Lancelot de Lac leaves the bed of the guilty Grenevra, the 
queen of the good king Arthur, at the ring of the matm- 
bell, to assist at mass ; so scrupulous were such writers 
that even in criminal levities they should not neglect all 
the offices of the church. The subject of one of these 
great romances i& a search after the cup which held the 
real blood of Christ ; and this history of the Sang-real 
forms a series of romances. Who but a monk would have 
thought, and even dared to have written it down, that all 
the circumstances in this romance were not only certain, 
but were originally set down by the hand of Jesus him- 
self ? and further dared to observe, that Jesus never wrote 
but twice before — 'the Lord's Prayer, and the sentence on 
the woman taken in adultery ? Such a pious, or blasphe- 
mous fraiid, was not unusu,al among the dark fancies of the 
Monastic Legendaries. 

Some of these Homers must have left their lengthening 
Iliad, as. Homer himself seems to have done, imfinished ; 
tired, or tiring, for no doubt there was often a rehearsal, 
" the tale half told" was resumed by some Elisha who 
* caught the mantle his more-inspired predecessor had let 
fall. It appears evident that several were the continuators 
of a favorite romance ; and from deficient attention or defi- 
cient skill, a fatal discrepancy has been detected in the 
identical characters — the ordinary fate of those who write 
after the ideas of another, with indistinct conceptions, 
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or with fancies going contrary to those of the first in- 
ventor. 

These metrical Romances in manuscript, and the printed 
prose in their original editions, are now very costly. By 
the antiquary and the poet these tomes may be often open- 
ed. With the antiquary they have served as the veritable 
registers of their ages. The French antiquaries, and Carte 
in England, have often illustrated by those ancient Roman- 
ces many obscure points in geography and history. Ex- 
cept in the mere machinery of their fancy, these writers 
had no motive to pervert leading facts, for these served to 
give a color of authenticity to their pretended history, or to 
fix their locality. As they had not the erudition to display, 
nor were aware of the propriety of copying, the customs 
and manners of the age of their legendary hero, they have 
faithfully transmitted their own ; we should never have had 
but for this lucky absurdity the " Tale of Thebes" turned 
into a story of the middle ages ; while Alexander the Great 
is but the ideal of a Norman baron in the splendor and al- 
titude of the conception of the writers. It was the igno- 
rance of the illuminators of our Latin and Saxon manuscllpts 
of any other country than their own, which enabled Strutt 
to place before the eye a pictorial exhibition of our Anglo- 
Saxon fathers. Compared with the realities of these origin- 
als, with all their faults of tediousness, the modem copiers 
of ancient times, in their mock scenes of other ages, too 
often reflect in the cold moonlight of their fancy a shadowy 
unsubstantial antiquity. 

The influence of these fabulous achievements of imcon- 
querable heroes and of soul-devoted lovers,^ver the intel- 
lect and the passions of men and women, during that vast 
interval of time when they formed the sole literature, was 
omnipotent. In the early romances of chivalry, when 
their genius was purely military, and directed to kindle a 
passion for joining the crusades, we rarely find adventures 
of the tender passion ; but, since woman cannot endure 
neglect, and the female character has all the pliancy of 
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sjonpathy, and has performed her part in every age on the 
theatre of society, we discover the extraordinary fact that 
many ladies assumed the plumy helmet and dexterously 
managed the lance. The ladies rode amid armed knights 
resistless as themselves. It was subsequently, when we 
find that singularly fantastic institution of " The Courts of 
Love" which delivered their " Arrets" in the style of a most 
refined jurisprudence, that these beautiful companions at 
arms were satisfied to conquer the conquerors by more le- 
gitimate seductions, and that the Romances told of little but 
of loves. Ariosto and Tasso are supposed to have* drawn 
their female warriors from the Amazonian Penthesilea and 
the Camilla of Homer and Virgil ; but it would seem that 
the prototype of these feminine knights these poets also 
found among those old Romances which they loved. 

It is unquestionable that these martial romances of chiv- 
alry, inflamed the restlessness of those numerous military 
adventurers who found an ample field for their chivalry after 
the crusades, in our continual incursions into France, of 
which country we were long a living plague, from the reign 
of Edward III. to that of Henry V., nearly a century of 
national tribulation. Many " a gentyl and noble esquyer," 
if perchance the English monarch held a truce with France 
or Scotland, flew into some foreign service. Sir Robert 
Knolles was known to the French as " le veritable clemon 
de la guerre ;" and Sir John Hawkwood, when there was 
no fighting to be got at home, passed over into Italy, where 
he approved himself to be such a prodigy of " a man-at-arms" 
that the grateful Florentines raised his statue in their ca- 
thedral ; this image of English valor may still be proudly 
viewed. This chivalric race of romance-readers were 
not, however, always of the purest " order of chivalry." If 
they were eager for enterprise, they were not less for its more 
prudental results. A castle or a ransom in France, a lordly 
marriage or a domain in Italy, were the lees that lie at the 
bottom of their glory. 

We continued long in this mixed state of glory clouded 
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with barbarism ; for at a time when literature and the fine 
arts were on the point of breaking out into the splendor of 
the pontificate of Leo the Tenth, in our own country, the 
great Duke of Buckingham, about 1500, held the old romance 
of " The Knight of the Swan" in the highest estimation, 
because the translator maintained that our duke was line- 
ally descended from that hero ; the first peer of the realm 
was proud of deriving his pedigree from a fabulous knight 
in a romantic genealogy. 

But all the inventions and fashions of man have their date 
and their termination. For three centuries these ancient 
Romances, metrical or prose, had formed the reading of the 
few who read, and entranced the circle of eager listeners. 
The enchantment was on the wane ; their admirers had 
become somewhat skeptical of " the true history** which 
had been so solemnly warranted ; another taste in the more 
chastened writings of Roman and Grecian lore was now on 
the ascendant. One last effort was made in this decline of 
romantic literature, in that tesselated compilement where 
the mottled pieces drawn out of the French prose romances 
of chivalry were finely squared together by no unskilful 
workman, in Sir Thomas Malory, to the English lover of 
ancient romance well known by the title of Xa Morted^ Arthur, 
This last of these ancient romances was finished in the 
ninth year of the reign of Edward IV., about 1470. Cax- 
TON exulted to print this epical Romance ; and at the same 
time he had the satisfaction of reproaching the ** laggard*' 
age. " What do ye now,** exclaimed the ancient printer, 
" but go to the Bagnes, and play at dice ? Leave this ! 
leave it ! and read these noble volumes.** Volumes which 
not many years after, when a new system of affairs had 
occurred to supplant this long-idolized order of chivalry, 
Roger Ascham plainly asserted only taught " open man- 
slaughter and bold bawdry.*' Such was the final fate of 
Love and Arms ! 
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ORIGIN OF THE VERNACULAR LANGUAGES 

OF EUROPE. 

The predominance of the Latin language, during many 
centuries, retarded the cultivation of the vernacular dialects 
of Europe. When the barbarous nations had triumphed 
over ancient Rome, the language of the Latins remained 
unconquered ; that language had diffused itself with the 
universal dominion, and, living in the minds of men, re- 
quired neither legions nor consuls to maintain its predomi- 
nance. 

From accident, and even from necessity, the swarming 
hordes, some of whom seem to have spoken a language 
which had never been written, and were a roving people 
at a period prior to historical record, had adopted that sin- 
gle colloquial idiom which their masters had conveyed to 
them, attracted, if not by its beauty, at least by its conven- 
ience. This vulgar Latin was not, indeed, the Latin of 
the great writers of antiquity ; but in its corrupt state, freed 
from a complex construction, and even from grammar, had 
more easily lent itself to the jargon of the ruder people. 
Teutonic terms, or Celtic words with corrupt Latinisms, 
were called " the scum of ancient eloquence, and the rust 
of vulgar barbarisms," by an indignant critic in the middle of 
the fifth century.* It was amid this confusion of races, of 
idioms, and of customs, that from this heterogeneous mass 
were hewed out those vernacular dialects of Europe which 
furnished each people with their own idiom, and which are 
now distinguished as the modern languages. 

In this transference and transfusion of languages, Italy 
retained the sonorous termination of her paternal soil, and 
Spain did not forget the majesty of the Latin accent ; lands 
favored by more genial skies, and men blessed with more 

* Sidonias Apollinaris. 
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flexible organs. But the Gotliic and the Northern races 
barbarously abbreviated or disfigured their Latin words ; 
to sounds so new to them they gave their own rude inflec- 
tions ; there is but one organ to regulate the delicacy of 
orthoepy — a musical and a tutored ear. The Gaul,* in 
cutting his words down, contracted a nasal sharpness ; and 
the Northmen, in the shock of their hard, redundant con- 
sonants, lost the vowelly confluence. 

This vulgar or corrupt Latin, mingled with this diver- 
sity of jargons, was the vitiated mother of the sister-ligd- 
guages of Europe ; sisters still bearing their family likeness, 
of the same homely origin, but of various fortunes, till some 
attained to the beauty and aflluence of their Latin line. 
From the first the people themselves had dignified their 
spurious generation of language as Romans^ or Romance^ 
or Romaunty still proud perhaps of its Roman source ; but 
the critical Latins themselves had distinguished it as Rus* 
tic, to indicate a base dialect, used only by those who were 
far removed from the metropolis of the world. 

But when these different nations had established their 
separate independence, this vernacular idiom was wholly 
left to the people ; it was the image of their own barbaric 
condition, unworthy the studies, and inadequate to the 
genius, of any writer. The universal language maintained 
its pre-eminence over the particular dialect, and as the 
course of human events succeeded, in the overwhelming 

♦ An ingenious literary antiquary has given us a copious vocabu- 
lary, as complete evidence of Latin words merely abbreviated by 
omitting their terminations, whence originated those numerous mon- 
osyllables which empoverish the French language. In the following 
instances the Gauls only used the first syllable for the entire word, 
damnum — damn; aureum — or; malum — mal; nudum — nud ; 
amicus — ami; vinum — vin; homo — horn, as anciently written; 
curtus — court; sonus — son; bonus — hon; and thus many others. 

The nasal sound of our neighbors still prevails ; thus Gracchus 
sinks into Gracque; Titus Livius is biit Tite Live; and the historian 
of Alexander the Great, the dignified Quinlius Curtius, is the ludi- 
crous Quinte Cured — Mguis, du Genie de la Langue Frangoiae. 
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of ancient Rome, another Rome shadowed the world. Ec- 
clesiastical Rome, whence the novel faith of Christianity 
was now to emanate, far more potent than military Rome, 
perpetuated the ancient language. The clergy through the 
diversified realms of Europe were held together in strict 
conformity, and by a common bond chained to the throne 
of the priesthood — one faith, one discipline, one lan- 
guage ! 

The Latin tongue, both in verse and prose, was domi- 
ciUated among people of the most opposite interests, cus- 
toms, and characters. The primitive fathers, the later 
schoolmen, the monkish chroniclers, all alike composed in 
Latin ; all legal instruments, even marriage-contracts, were 
drawn in Latin : and even the language of Christian prayer 
was that of abolished paganism. 

The idiom of their father-land — or, as we have affec- 
tionately called it, our " mother-tongue," and as our ancient 
translator of the Polychronicon energetically terms it, " the 
birth-tongue" — those first human accents which their infant 
ear had caught, and which from their boyhood were asso- 
ciated with the most tender and joyous recollections, every 
nation left to fluctuate on the lips of the populace, rude and 
neglected. Whenever a writer, proposing to inform the 
people on subjects which more nearly interested them, 
composed in the national idiom, it was a strong impulse 
only which could induce him thus to submit to degrade his 
genius. One of the French crusaders, a learned knight, 
was anxious that the nation should become acquainted with 
the great achievements of the deliverers of Jerusalem ; it 
was the command of his bishop that induced him to com- 
pose the narrative in the vernacular idiom ; but the twelve 
years which he bestowed on his chronicle were not con- 
sidered by him as employed for his glory, for he avows 
that the hmniliating style which he had used was the mor- 
tifying performance of a religious penance. 

AU who looked toward advancement in worldy aflairs, 
and were of the higher orders in society, cultivated the Ian- 
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guage of Rome. It is owing to this circumstance, observes 
a learned historian of our country, that " the Latin lan- 
guage and the classical writers were preserved by the Chris- 
tian clergy from that destruction which has entirely swept 
from us the language and the writings of Phenicia, Car* 
thage, Babylon, and Egypt."* We must also recollect, that 
the influence of the Latin language became far more per- 
manent when the great master-works of antiquity were 
gradually unburied from their concealments. In this resur- 
rection of taste and genius, they derived their immortality 
from the imperishable soul of their composition. All Eu- 
rope was condemned to be copiers, or in despair to be pla- 
giarists. 

It is well known how the admirable literatures of Greece 
and Rome struck a fresh impulse into literary pursuits, at 
that period which has been distinguished as the restoration 
of letters. The emigration of the fugitive Greeks conveyed 
the lost treasures of their more ancient literature to the 
friendly shores of Italy. Italy had then to learn a new 
language, and to borrow inspiration from another genius. 

The occupation o£ disinterring manuscripts, which had 
long been buried in dungeon-darkness, was carried on with 
an enthusiasm of which perhaps it would be difficult for us 
at this day to form an adequate conception. Many ex- 
hausted their fortimes in remote journeys, or in importations 
from the east ; and the possession of a manuscript was 
considered not to have been too deariy purchased by the 
transfer of an estate, since only for the loan of one the 
pledge was nothing less.f The discovery of an author, 
perhaps heard of for the first time, was tantamount to the 
acquisition of a province ; and when a complete copy of 
Quintilian was discovered, the news circulated throughout 
Europe. The rapture of collation, the restoration of a 
corrupt text, or the perpetual commentary, became the am- 
bition of a life, even after the era of printing. 

• Turner's History of England. 

f See Curiosities of Literature, article Recovery of Manuscripts. 

Vol. I.— 10 
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This was the useful age of critical erudition. It ftD> 
nished the studious with honors and avocations ; but they 
were reserved only for themselves : it withdrew them from 
the cultivation of all vernacular literature. They courted 
not the popular voice, when a professorial chair, or a dig- 
nified secretaryship, offered the only profit or honor the 
literary man contemplated. Accustomed to the finished 
composition of the ancients, the scholar turned away from 
the rudeness of the maternal language. There was no 
other public opinion than what was gathered from the wri- 
tings of the few who wrote to the few who read ; they 
transcribed as sacred what authority had long established ; 
their arguments were scholastic and metaphysical, for they 
held little other communication with the world, or among 
themselves, but through the restricted medium of their wri- 
tings. This state was a heritage of ideas and of opinions, 
transmitted from age to age with litUe addition or diminu« 
tion. Authority and quotation closed all argument, and 
filled vast volumes. University responded to university, 
and men of genius were following each other in the sheep- 
tracks of antiquity. Even to so late a period as the days 
of Erasmus, every Latin word was culled with a classical 
superstition ; and a week of agony was exhausted on a page 
finely inlaid with a mosaic of phrases.* While this verbal 
generation flourished, some eminent scholars were but 
ridiculous apes of Cicero, and, in a cento of verses, empty 
echoes of Virgil. All native vigor died away in the cold- 
ness of imitation ; and a similarity of thinking and of style 
deprived the writers of that raciness which the nations of 

* Erasmus composed a satirical dialc^e between two vindictive 
Ciceronians ; it is said that a duel has been occasiimed by the in- 
trepidity of maintaining the purity of a writer's Latinity. The ped- 
antry of mixing Greek and Latin terms in the vernacular language 
is ridiculed by Rabelais in his encounter with the Limousin student, 
whom he terrified till the youngster ended in delivering himself in 
plain French, and left ofi* « Pindarizing'* all the rest of his days.— 
Jfm^i^P'uel, lib. ii., c. 6. 
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Europe subsequently displayed when they cultivated their 
vernacular literature. 

It is remarkable of those writers who had already distin- 
guished themselves by their Latin works, that when they 
began to compose in their native language, those classical 
effusions on which they had confidently rested their future 
celebrity sank into oblivion ; and the writers themselves 
ceased to be subjects either of critical inquiry or of popu- 
lar curiosity, except in that language in which they had 
opened a vein of original thought, in a manner and diction 
the creation of their own feelings. Here their natural 
power, and their freed faculties, placed them at a secure 
interval from their imitators. Modem writers in Latin 
were doomed to find too many academical equals ; but 
those who were inimitable in their vernacular idiom, could 
dread no rival, and discovered how the productions of the 
heart, rather than those of the lexicon, were echoed to 
their au&ors in the voice of their contemporaries. 

The people, indeed, were removed far out of the influ- 
ence of literature. The people could neither become in- 
telligent with the knowledge, nor sympathize with the emo- 
tions, concealed in an idiom which had long ceased to be 
spoken, and which exacted all the labor and the leisure of 
the cloistered student. 

This state of affairs had not occurred among the Greeks, 
and hardly among the Romans, who had only composed 
their immortal works in their maternal tongue. Their arts, 
their sciences, and their literature, were to be acquired by 
the single language which they used. It was the infelicity 
of their successors in dominion, to weary out the tender- 
ness of youth in the repulsive labors of acquiring the lan- 
guages of the two great nations whose empire had for ever 
closed, but whose finer genius had triumphed -over their 
conquerors. 

With the ancients, instruction did not commence until 
their seventh year ; and till they had reached that period, 
Nature was not disturbed in her mysterious workings : the 
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virgin intellect was not doomed to suffer the violence of 
our first barren studies — that torture of learning a lan- 
guage which has ceased to be spoken, by the medium of 
another equally unknown. Perhaps it was owing to this 
favorable circumstance that, among the inferior classes of 
society in the two ancient nations, their numerous slaves 
displayed such an aptitude for literature, eminent as skilful 
scribes, and even as original writers. 

One of the earliest prose writers in our language when 
style was beginning to be cultivated, has aptly described, 
by a domestic but ingenious image, the effect of our youth 
gathering the burdens of grammatical fagots in the Sylva 
of antiquity. It is Sir Thomas Elyot who speaks, in 
" The Boke of the Governor," printed in 1531 : "By that 
time the learner cometh to the most sweet and pleasant 
rendering of old authors, the sparks of fervent desire are 
extinct with the burden of grammar, like as a little fire is 
even quenched with a great heap of small sticks, so that it 
can never come to the principal logs, where it should bum 
in a great pleasant fire." 

It was Italy, the Mother and the Nurse of Literature (as 
the filial zeal of her sons has hailed her), which first opened 
to the nations of Europe the possibility of each creating a 
vernacular literature, reflecting the image not of the Greeks 
and of the Romans, but of themselves. 

Three memorable men, of the finest and most contrasted 
genius, appeared in one country and at one period. With 
that contempt for the language of the people in which the 
learned participated, busied as they were at the restoration 
of letters by their new studies and their progressive dis- 
coveries, Petrarch contemned his own Italian " Rime," 
and was even insensible to the inspiration of a mightier 
genius than his own, — that genius who, with a parental 
affection, had adopted the orphan idiom of his father-land ; 
an orphan idiom, which had not yet found even a name ; 
for it was then uncertain what was the true language of 
Italy. Dante had at first proposed to write in Latin ; but 
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with all his adoration of his master Virgil, he rejected the 
verse of Virgil, and anticipated the wants of future ages. 
A peculiar difficulty, however, occurred to the first former 
of the vernacular literature of Italy. In the state of this 
unsettled language — composed of fragments of the Latinity 
of a former populace, with the corruptions and novelties in- 
troduced by its new masters — deformed by a great variety 
of dialects — submitted, in the mouths of the people, to 
their caprices, and unstamped by the hand of a master — 
it seemed hopeless to fix on any idiom which, by its inhe- 
rent nobleness, should claim the distinguished honor of be- 
ing deemed Italian. Dante denied this envied grace to 
any of the rival principalities of his country. The poet, 
however, mjrsteriously asserted that the true Italian " vol- 
gare" might be discovered in every Italian city ; but being 
common to all, it could not be appropriated by any single 
one. Dante dignified the " volgare illustre" which he had 
conceived in his mind, by magnificent titles ; — it was 
** illustrious," it was " cardinal," it was " aulic," it was 
*^ courtly," it was the language of the most learned who 
had composed in the vulgar idiom, whether in Sicily, in 
Tuscany, in Puglia, even in Lombardy, or in the marshes 
of Ancona ! This fanciful description of the Italian lan- 
guage appeared enigmatical to the methodical investigations 
of the cold and cautious Tiraboschi. That grave critic 
submitted the inferior feeling of the poet to the test of facts 
and dates. With more erudition than taste, he marked the 
mechanical gradations — the stages of every language, from 
rudeness to refinement. The mere historical investigator 
could conceive no other style than what his chronology 
had furnished. But the spirit of Dante had penetrated 
beyond the palpable substances of the explorer of facts, and 
the arranger of dates. Dante, in his musings, had thrown 
a mystical veil over the Italian language ; but the poet pre- 
sciently contemplated, amid the distraction of so many dia» 
lects, than an It^an style would arise which at some distant 

10* 
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day would be deemed classical. Dante wrote, and Dante 
was the classic of his country. 

The third great master of the vernacular literature of 
Italy was Boccaccio, who threw out the fertility of his 
genius in the volgare of nature herself. This Shakspere 
of a hundred tales transformed himself into all the condi- 
tions of society ; he touched all the passions of human 
beings, and penetrated into the thoughts of men, ere he 
delineated their manners. Even two learned Greeks ac- 
knowledged that the tale-teller of Certaldo, in his variega- 
ted pages, had displayed such force and diversity in his 
genius, that no Greek writer could be compared with his 
** volgare eloquenza." 

The Italian literature thus burst into birth and into ma- 
turity ; while it is remarkable of the other languages of 
Europe, that after their first efforts they fell into decrepi- 
tude. Our Saxon rudeness seems to have required more 
hewing and polishing to be modelled into elegance, and 
more volubility to flow into harmony, than even the genius 
of its earliest writers could aflbrd. Dante, Petrarch, and 
Boccaccio were the contemporaries of Gower, of Chaucer, 
and of " the Ploughman ;" they delight their nation after 
the lapse of many centuries ; while Ae critics of the reign 
of Elizabeth complained that Piers Ploughman, Chaucer, 
and Gower, then required glossaries ; and so, at a later 
period, did Ronsard, Baif, and Marot in France. In prose 
we had no single author till the close of the sixteenth cen- 
tury who had yet constructed a style ; and in France 
Rabelais and Montaigne had contracted the rust and the 
rudeness of antiquity, as it seemed to the refinement of the 
following generation. 

It cannot be thought that the genius of the Italians al- 
ways excelled that of other countries, but the material 
which those artists handled yielded more kindly to their 
touch. The shell they struck gave a more melodious 
sound thim the rough aiid scrannel pipe cut from the north- 
em forests. 
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Custom and prejudice, however, predominated over the 
feelings of the learned even in Italy. Their epistolary 
correspondence was still carried on in Latin, and their 
first dramas were in the language of ancient Rome. An- 
gelo Politian appears to have been the earliest who com- 
posed a dramatic piece, his " Orfeo," in " stilo volgare," 
and for which he assigns a reason which might have oc- 
curred to many of his predecessors — " perchd degli spet- 
tatori fusse meglio intesa," that he might be better under- 
stood by the audience ! 

The vernacular idiom in Italy was still so little in re- 
pute, while the prejudice in favor of the Latin was so 
firmly rooted, that their youths were prohibited from read- 
ing Italian books. A curious anecdote of the times which 
its author has sent down to us, however, shows that their 
native productions operated with a secret charm on their 
sympathies ; for Yarchi has told the singular circumstance 
that his father once sent him to prison, where he was kept 
on bread and water, as a penance for his inveterate passion 
for reading works in the vernacular tongue. 

The struggle for the establishment of a vernacular lit- 
erature was apparent about the same period in different 
countries of Europe ; a simultaneous movement to vindi- 
cate the honor and to display the merits of their national 

idiom. 

Joachim de Bellay, of an illustrious literary family, re- 
sided three years with his relative the Cardinal at Rome ; 
the glory of the great vernacular authors of Italy inflamed 
his ardor ; and in one of his poems he develops the beauty 
of " composing in our native language," by the deeper 
emotions it excites in our countrymen. Subsequently he 
published his " Defense et Illustration de la Langue Fran- 
Qoise," in 1549, where eloquently and learnedly he would 
persuade his nation to write in their own language. Fer- 
reira, the Portuguese poet, about the same time, with all 
the feelings of patriotism, resolved to give birth to a na-, 
tional literature ; exhorting his countrymen V> c\&X\N^iu^ 
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their vernacular idiom, which he purified and enriched. 
He has thus feelingly expressed this glorious sentiment — 

^'Eu desta gloria so' fico contente 
Que a minha terra amei, e a minha gente'^ 

In Scotland we find Sir David Lindsay, in 1553, wri- 
ting his great work, on " The Monarchic," in his vernacu- 
lar idiom, although he thought it necessary to apologise, by 
alleging the example of Moses, Aristotle, Plato, Virgil, 
and Cicero, who had all composed their works in their 
own language. 

In our own country Lord Bemers had anticipated this 
general movement. In 1525, when he ventured on the 
toil of his voluminous and spirited Froissart, he described 
it as ** translated out of Frenshe into our maternal English 
tongue ;" an expression which indicates those filial yearn- 
ings of literary patriotism which were now to give us a 
native literature. 

The predominant prejudice of writing in Latin was first 
checked in Germany, France, and England, by the leaders 
of that great Revolution which opposed the dynasty of the 
tiara. It was one of the great results of the Reformation, 
that it taught the learned to address the people. The ver- 
sions of the Scriptures seemed to consecrate the vernacu- 
lar idiom of every nation in Europe. Peter Waldo began 
to use the vernacular language in his version, however 
coarse, of the Bible for the Vaudois, those earliest Re- 
formers of the Church ; and though the volume was sup- 
pressed and prohibited, a modem French literary historian 
deduces the taste for writing in the maternal tongue to this 
rude but great attempt to attract the attention of the peo- 
ple. The same incident occurred in our own annals ; and 
it was the English Bible of Edward the Sixth which 
Opened the sealed treasures of our native language to the 
multitude. Calvin wrote his great work, " The Institute 
Of the Christian Religion," at the same time in the Latin 
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language and in the French ; and thus it happens that both 
these works are alike original. Calvin deemed that to 
render the people intelligent, their instructer should be in- 
telligible ; and that if books are written for a great pur* 
pose, they are only excellent in the degree that they are 
multiplied. Calvin addressed not a few erudite recluses, 
but a whole nation. 

It is unquestionable that the Reformation began to di- 
minish the veneration for the Latin language. Whether 
from the love of novelty, or rather by that transition to a 
new system of human aflfairs, the pedantry of ancient 
standing was giving way to the cultivation of a national 
tongue. A great revolution was fast approaching, which 
would give a new direction to the studies of the scholastic 
gentry, and introduce a new mode of addressing the 
people. It was a revolution alarming those who would 
have walled in public opinion by circumscribing all knowl- 
edge to a privileged class. A remarkable evidence of this 
disposition appears in an incident which occurred to Sir 
Thomas Wilson, the author of two English treatises on 
the arts of Logic and of Rhetoric. An emigrant in the 
days of the papistic Mary, he was arraigned at Rome be- 
fore the Inquisition, on the general charge of heresy, but 
especially for having written his " Arts of Logic" and " of 
Rhetoric" in a language which, at least we may presume, 
the whole conclave could not have criticised. The torture 
was not only shown to him, but he tells us that " he had 
felt some smart of it." The dark inquisitors taught our 
critic a new canon in his own favorite arts ; and our Eng- 
lish Aristarchus soon discovered how far those perfidious 
arts of reasoning and of eloquence may betray the hapless 
orator, when his words are listened to by malicious judges, 
equally skilled in mutilating sentences, or catching at loose 
words. " They brought down my great heart by telling 
me plainly that my defence had put me into further peril." 
Our baffled rhetorician saw that his only safety was to ab- 
stain from using the great instrument of his art, which was 
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now locked up in silence. He was lef^ as he expresses 
himself, " without all help, and without all hope, not only 
of liberty, but also of life." He escaped by a strange in- 
cident. It would seem that in an insurrection of the pop- 
ulace they set fire to the prison, and in a burst of popular 
freedom, forgetful of their bigotry, or from the spirit of 
vengeance on their hateful masters, they suffered the here- 
tics to creep out of their cells ; an ebullition of public 
spirit in *' the worthy Romans," which the luckless En- 
glish expounder of logic and rhetoric might well account as 
" an enterprise never before attempted." On Wilson's re- 
turn to England he was solicited to revise his admirable 
" Art of Rhetoric," but he strenuously refused to " meddle 
with it, either hot or cold." Still smarting from the torture 
which his innocent progeny had occasioned, he seems to 
have alleviated his martyrdom with the quaint humor of a 
querulous prologue. 

In these awful transitions from one state of society to 
another, even the most sagacious are predisposed to discover 
what they secretly wish. Erasmus foresaw that a great 
change was approaching ; but although he has delivered a 
prediction, it seems doubtful whether he had discerned the 
object aright. " I see," he writes, " a certain golden age 
ready to arise, which perhaps will not be my lot to partake 
of, yet I congratulate the world, and the younger sort I con- 
gratulate, in whose minds, however, Erasmus shall live 
and remain, by the remembrance of the good offices he 
hath done." These " good oflGices" were restricted to his 
ardent labors in classical literature ; but did Erasmus f<»re- 
see in the change the subversion of the papal system by 
which Luther had often terrified the timid quietness of our 
gentle recluse, or the rise of the vernacular literature which 
had yet no existence ? Erasmus, indeed, was so little sen- 
sible of this approaching change, that his amusing Collo- 
quies, and his Panegyric on Folly, whose satirical humor 
had been so happily adapted to open the minds of men, he 
confined to die lettered circles, as Sir Thomas More did 
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his " Utopia," which, had it been intelligible to the peojde, 
might have impressed them with some principles of poUti- 
cal government The Sa^e of Rotterdam imagined, that 
the great movement of the age was to restore the classical 
pursuits of antiquity, and never dreamed of that which, in 
opposition to the ancient, soon obtained the distinction of 
** the New Learning," as it is expressed by Roger Ascham 
— the knowledge which was adapted to the wants and con- 
dition of the people. Erasmus would have been startled 
at the truth, that the language of antiquity would even be 
neglected by the generality of writers ; that every European 
nation would have classics of their own ; and that the finest 
geniuses would make their appeals to the people in the Ian* 
goage of the people. 

The predilection for composing in the Roman language 
long continued among the most illustrious writers both at 
home and abroad. A judicious critic in the reign jof James 
I., Edmund Bolton, in his <* Nero Cesdr," recommends that 
the history of England should be composed in Latin by the 
classical pen of the learned Sir Henry Saville, the editor 
ci Chrysostom. It is indeed a curious circumstance, that 
when an English play was performed at the University of 
Cambridge before Queen Elizabeth, the vice-chancellor 
was called on to remonstrate with the ministers of Eliza- 
beth against such a derogation of the learning and the dig* 
nity of the University. This very vice-chancellor, who had 
to protest against all English comedies, had, however, him- 
seH" been the writer of " Gammer Gurton's Needle," which 
was long considered to be the first attempt at English com- 
edy.* This conduct of the University offered no encour- 
agement to men of learning and genius to compose in their 
vernacular idiom. 

The genius of Verulam, whose prescient views often an- 
ticipated the institutions and the discoveries of succeeding 
times, appears never to have contemplated the future mira- 
cles of his tnatemal tongue. Lord Bacon did not foresee 
• Collier's History cC Dramatic Poetry, u.y 453. 
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that the English language would one day be capable of em- 
balming all that philosophy can discover, or poetry can in- 
vent ; that his country, at length, would possess a national 
literature, and exult in models of its own. So little did 
Lord Bacon esteem the language of his coimtry, that his 
favorite works are composed in Latin ; and what he had 
written in English he was anxious to have preserved, as 
he expresses himself, in *' that universal language which 
may last as long as books last." It might have surprised 
Lord Bacon to have been told, that the learned in Europe 
would one day study English authors to learn to think and 
write, and prefer his own " Essays" in their living pith, to 
the colder transfusions of the Latin versions of his friends. 
The taste of the philosophic chancellor was probably in- 
ferior to his invention. Our illustrious Camden partook 
largely of this reigniiS^fatuity when he wrote the reign of 
Elizabeth — the. hutory of his contemporaries, and the 
" Britannia" — the "Traitory of our country, in the Latin 
language ; as did Buchanan that of Scotland, and De Thou 
his great history, which includes that of the Reformation 
in France. All these works, addressed to the deepest 
sympathies of the people, were not imparted to them. 

There was a peculiar absurdity in composing modem 
history in the ancient language of a people alike foreigners 
to the feelings as well as to the nature of the transactions. 
The Latin had neither proper terms to describe modem 
customs, nor fitting appellatives for titles and for names and 
places. The fastidious delicacy of the writers of modem 
Latinity could not endure to vitiate their classical purity by 
the Gothic names of their heroes, and of the barbarous lo- 
calities where memorable transactions had occurred. These 
great authors in their despair actually preferred to shed an 
obscurity over their whole history rather than to disturb 
the collocation of their numerous diction. Buchanan and 
De Thou, by a ludicrous play on words, translated the 
proper names of persons and of places. A Scottish worthy, 
Wiseheart, was dignified by Buchanan with a Greek denom- 
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ination, Sophocardtis ; so that in a history of Scotland the 
name of a conspicuous hero does not appear, or must be 
■ought for in a Greek lexicon, which, after all, may require 
a pxmster for a reader. The history of De Thou is thm 
frequently unintelligible ; and two separate indexes of 
names and places, and the public stations which his per* 
8onages held, do not always agree with the copy preserved 
in the family. The names of the persons are Latinized 
according to their etymology, and all public offices are des- 
ignated by those Roman ones which bore some fancied 
affinity. But the modem office was ill indicated by the 
ancient ; the constable of France, a military charge, dif- 
fered from magister equitum^ and the marshals of France 
from the tnbunus equitum. His equivocal personages are 
not always recognised in this travesty of their Roman mas- 
querade. 

A remarkable instance of the gross impropriety of com- 
posing an English history in Latin, and of the obstinate 
prejudice of the learned, who imagined that the ancient 
idiom conferred dignity on a theme wholly vernacular, ap- 
peared when the delegates of Oxford purchased Anthony 
Wood's elaborate work on " The History and Antiquities 
of the University of Oxford^ Our honest antiquary, with 
a true vernacular feeling, had written the history of an Eng- 
lish university, during an uninterrupted labor of ten years, 
in his artless but natural idiom. The learned delegates 
opined that it was humiliating the Oxford press, to have its 
history pass through it in the language of the country ; and 
Dr. Fell, with others, was chosen to dignify it into Latin. 
What wa§ the result of this pompous and inane labor 1 The 
author was sorely hurt at the sight of his fair offspring dis- 
guised in its foreign and fantastic dress. What was clear 
in English was obscure in the circumlocution of rotund 
periods and affected phraseologies ; the circiunstantial nar- 
rative and the local descriptions, so interesting to an Eng- 
lish reader, were not only superfluous, but repulsive to the 
foreigner. Anthony Wood indignantly retranscribed the 

Vol. L— 11 
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whole of his English copy, and left the fair Tolumes to the 
care of the university itself, not without the hope which 
has been realised, that his work should be given to posterity 
stamped by its author's native genius.* 

Such was the crisis, and such the difficulties and the 
obstructions of that native literature in whose prosperous 
state every European people now exults. Homogeneous 
with their habitual associations, moulded by their customs 
and manners, and every where stamped by the peculiar or- 
ganization of each distinct race, we see the vernacular lite- 
rature ever imbued with the qualities of the soil whence it 
springs, diversified yet ever true to nature. Had the native 
genius of the great luminaries of literature not found a vein 
which could reach to the humblest of their compatriots, 
they who are now the creators of our vernacular literature 
had remained but pompous plagiarists or frigid babblers, 
and the modems might still have been pacing in the tram- 
mels of a mimetic antiquity. 

• We now possess this valued literary history, which none perhaps 
but Anthony a Wood could have so fervently pursued : " The His- 
tory and Antiquities of the University of Oxford, in five volumes, 
guarto. Edited by John Gutch," It is a distinct work from the far- 
known JUhsuKB Oxonienses. Why did this great work^ as well as 
some others, come forth with a Latin title ? This absurdity was a 
remaining taint of the ancient prejudice. But an English work was 
not the more classical for bearing a Latin title. 
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Johnson pronounced it impossible to ascertain when 
our speech ceased to be Saxon and began to be English ; 
and although since his day English philology has extended 
its boundaries, the lines of demarcation are very moveable 
for the literary antiquary. At whatever point we set out, 
we may find that something which preceded has been omit- 
ted ; a century may pass away and leave no precise epochs 
and transitions of words and styles, like shades melting into 
each other, may elude perception. Too often wanting 
sufficient data, the toil of the antiquary becomes baffled, and 
the microscopic eye of the philologist pores on empty space. 
The learned have their theories ; but in darkness we are 
doomed to grope, and in a circle we can fix on no beginning. 

The elegant researches of Ellis, the antiquarian lore of 
Ritson, the simplicity of taste of Percy, the poetic fervor 
of Campbell, the elaborate diligence of Sharon Turner, and 
more recent names skilled in Saxon lore, have given oppo- 
site hypotheses, conjectures, and refutations. " A modifi- 
cation of language is not in reality a change," observes a 
powerful researcher in literary history,* who is at a loss, 
" whether some compositions shall pass for the latest off- 
spring of the mother, or the earliest fruit of the daughter's 
fertility ;" a shrewd suspicion which the genealogists of 
words may entertain, concerning the legitimate and the ille- 
gitimate, or the pure and the corrupt. 

The Saxon language had been tainted by some Latin 
terms from the ecclesiastics, and some fasluonable Nor- 
manisms from the court of the Confessor ; when the Nor- 
man-French, fatal as the arrow which pierced Harold, by 
a single blow struck down that venerable form — and 

♦ Mr. HaUam. 
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never has it arisen ! And now, with all its pomp, such as 
it was, it lies entombed and cofHned in some scanty manu- 
scripts. 

We indeed triumph, that the language of our forefathers 
never did depart from the land, since it survived among the 
people. What survived ? It soon ceased to be a written 
tongue, for no one cared to cultivate an idiom no longer 
required, and utterly contemned. After the conquest, the 
miserable Saxons lost their " book-craft." We find nothing 
written but the continuation of a meager chronicle. A few 
pietists still lingered in occasional homilies, and a solitary 
charter has been perpetuated ; but the style was already 
changed, and as a literary language, the Anglo-Saxon had 
for ever departed ! It had sunk to the people, and they 
treated the ancient idiom after their fashion — the language 
of books served not simple men ; laying aside its inflec- 
tions, and its inversions, and its arbitrary construction, they 
chose a shorter and more direct conveyance of their 
thoughts, and only kept to a language fitted to the business 
of daily life. This getting free from the encumbrances of 
the Anglo-Saxon, we may consider formed the obscure be- 
ginnings of THE English Language. All the gradual 
changes or the sudden innovations through more than two 
centuries may not be perceivable by posterity ; but philolo- 
gists have marked out how first the inversion was simplifi- 
ed, and then the inflections dropped ; how the final ^became 
mute, and at length was ejected ; how ancient words were 
changed, and Norman neologisms introduced. As this 
English cleared itself of the nebulosity, the anomalies, and 
all the complex machinery of the mother idiom, a natural 
style was formed, very homely, for this vaunted Saxon now 
came from the mouths of the people, and from those friends 
of the people, the monks who only wrote for their humble 
brother-Saxons. The English writers, who were compo- 
sing in French, and the more learned, who displayed their 
clerkship by their Latinity, had a standard of literature 
which would regulate or advance their literary workman- 
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ship ; but there was no standard in the language of bond« 
age ; it had mixed, as Ritson oddly describes it, " with one 
knows not what," a disorganization of words and idioms. 
Numerous dialects pervaded the land ; the east and the 
west agreed as ill together as both did with the north and 
the south ; and they who wrote for the people each chose 
the dialect of their own shire. 

The Saxon Chronicle, which closes with the year 1155, 
had been continued at progressive intervals by different 
writers : this authentic document of the Anglo-Saxon dic- 
tion exhibits remarkable variations of style ; and a critical 
Saxonist has detected the corruptions of its idiom, its inflec- 
tions, and its orthography — in a word, that through successive 
periods it had suffered a material alteration in its character.* 

Somewhat more than a century after the Norman inva- 
sion, about 1180, Layamon made an English version of 
"Wace's Brut — that P^ench metrical chronicle which the 
Anglo-Norman had drawn from the Latin history of Geoffry 
of Monmouth. Here we detect an entire changeableness 
of style, or rather a transformation ; but what to call it the 
most skilful have not agreed. George Ellis drew a copi- 
ous specimen of a writer unnoticed by Warton ; but, con- 
founded by "its strange orthography,'* and mournfully doubt- 
ful of his own meritorious glossary, he considered the style, 
" though simple and unmixed, yet a very barbarous Saxon." 
A recent critic opines that Layamon " seems to have halt- 
ed between two languages, the written and the spoken.'* 
Mr. Campbell imagines it " the dawn" of our language ; 
while some Saxonists have branded it as semi-Saxon. It 
seems a language thrown into confusion, struggling to adapt 
itself to a new state of things ; it has no Normai^-French, 
it is saturated with Saigon, but the sentences are freed from 
inversions.! 

• Dr. Bosworth. 

fOf this recondite writer Ellis has said, << probably Layamon 

never will be printed;" but we live in an age of publication, and 
Layamon is said to be actually in the press. 

11* 
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About the same period as Layamon's Version of Wace, 
we have a very original attempt of a writer, in those days 
of capricious pronunciation, to convey to the reader the 
orthoepy by regulating the orthography. As it is only re- 
cently ths^t we have obtained any correct notion of a wri- 
ting which has suflfered many misconceptions from our 
earlier English scholars, the history of this work becomes 
a bibliographical curiosity. 

An ecclesiastic paraphrased the Gospel-histories. He 
was a critical writer, projecting a system to which he 
strictly adhered, warning his transcribers as punctually to 
observe, otherwise " they would not write the word right ;" 
they were therefore " to write those letters twice which 
he had written so." The system consisted in doubling the 
consonant after a short vowel to regulate the pronunciation. 
He wrote brothcrr and sffterr ; is iss, and it tW.* 

It is evident that this critical was also a refined writer ; 
for it indicated some delicacy, when we find him apolo- 
gizing for certain additions in his version, which was met« 
rical, not found in the original, and merely used by him for 
the convenience of filling up his metre. The first literary 
historians to whose lot it fell to record this anomalous 
work, among whom were Hickes and Wanley, judging 
by appearances, in the superabundance of the rugged con- 
sonants, deemed this refined Anglo-Saxon's writin]| as the 
work of an ignorant scribe, or as a rude provincial dialect, 
or harsh enough to be the work of an English Dane ; its 
metrical form eluded all detection, as the verses were a 
peculiar metre of fifteen syllables, all jumbled together as 

* Dr. Bosworth, or Mr. Thorpe, has explained this attempt more 
fully. <^From this idea of doubling the consonant after a short 
vowel, as in German, we are enabled to form some tolerably accurate 
notions as to the pronunciation of our forefathers. Thus, Orm (ot 
Ormin) writes min and win with a single n only, and lif with a sin- 
gle f, because the i is long, as in minje, wine, and life. On the other 
hand, wherever the consonant is doubled, the vowel preceding is 
sharp and short, as winn, pronounced win, not wine,'' — Origin of 
the Chrmanic and Scandinavian Languages, 24. 
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prose : as such as they gave' some extracts, but it is evident 
that this was done with little intelligence of their author. 
Tyrwhit, occupied on his Chaucer, had a more percipient 
ear for these Anglo-Saxon metres, and discovered that this 
prose was strictly metrical ; but he surely advanced no 
farther — he did not discover the writer's design that " the 
Ennglisshe writ" was for " Ennglisshe menn to lare" — to 
learn. Indeed, Tjrrwhit, who complains that Hickes in 
noticing this peculiarity of spelling " has not explained the 
author's reason for it," himself so little comprehended the 
system of the double consonants, that, in his extract, hu- 
morously " begging pardon" of this old and odd reformer 
whom the critic was not only offending, but massacring, 
" for not following his injunctions," he discards " all the 
superfluous letters !" not aware that it was the intention of 
the writer to preserve the orthoepy. Even our Anglo- 
Saxon historian missed the secret ; for he has remarked 
on the words, that they were " needlessly loaded with 
double consonants." Yet he was not wholly insensible to 
the substantial qualities of the writer, for he discovered in 
the diction that " the order of words is uniformly more nat- 
ural, the inflections are more unfrequent, and the phrases 
of our English begin to emerge." And, finally, our latest 
authority decides that this work, so long misinterpreted, is 
" the oldest, the purest, and by far the most valuable speci- 
men of our old English dialect that time has left us."* 

What is " old English" is the question. The title of this 
work may have perplexed the first discoverers as much as 
the double consonants. The writer was an ecclesiastic of 
the name of Orm, and he was so fascinated with his own 
work for the purity of its diction, and the precision of its 
modulated sounds, that in a literary rapture he baptized it 
with reference to himself ; and Orm fondly called his work 
the Ormulum ! One hardly expected to meet with such a 
Narcissus of literature in an old Anglo-Saxon philologist of 

• Guest's History of English Rhythms, ii., 186. 
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the year so far gone by, yet we now find that Orm might 
fairly exult in his Ormulum ! 

Nearly a century after Layamon, in the same part of 
England, the monk Robert of Gloucester wrote his Chron- 
icle, about 1280. This honest monk painfully indited for 
his brother-Saxons the whole history of England, in the 
shape of Alexandrine verse in rhyme ; the diction of the 
verse approaches so nearly to prose, that it must have been 
the colloquial idiom of the west. The " Ingliss," as it was 
called in the course of the century between Layamon and 
Robert of Gloucester, betrays a striking change ; and mod- 
em philologists have given the progressive term of " mid- 
dleEnglish" to the language from this period to the Reform- 
ation.* Our chronicler has fared ill with posterity, of 
whom probably he never dreamed. Robert of Gloucester, 
who is entirely divested of a poetical character, as are all 
rhyrning chroniclers, has had the hard hap of being criti- 
cised by two merciless poets ; and, to render his uncouth- 
ness still more repulsive, the black-letter fanaticism of his 
editor has vauntingly arrayed the monk whom he venerated 
in the sable Gothic, bristling with the Saxon characters.! 

• During the thirteenth century the organic change proceeded so 
rapidly, that there is quite as wide a difierence between the language 
of Layamon and that which was written at the beginning of the 
fourteenth century (about the time of Robert of Gloucester), as there 
is between the English language of the reign of Edward the Second 
and the tongue of the present day. See Mr. Wright's learned Essay 
on the Literature of the Anglo-Saxons, 107. 

t Heame, in his preface, exclaims in ecstacy : " This is the first 
book ever printed in this kingdom, it may be in the whole world, tn 
the black^etter, with a mixture of the Saxon characters, which is the 
very garb that was in vogue in the author's time, that is, in the 
thirteenth century." Heame often claims our gratitude, while his 
earnest simplicity will extort a smile. On our ancient Bibles he 
could not refrain from exclaiming : " Though I have taken so much 
pleasure in perusing the English Bible of the year 1541, yet *ti8 
nothing equal to that I should take in turning over that of the year 
1539." His antiquarianism kindled his piety over Cranmer's Bihle. 

Thomas was haunted by a chimera that whatever was obsolete 
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It has therelcxre required something like a physical courage 
to sit down to Robert of Gloucester. Yet in the rhymer 
whom Warton has degraded, Ellis has discovered a metri- 
cal annalist whose orations are almost eloquent, whose 
characters of monarchs are energetic, and what he records 
of his own age matter worthy of minute history. 

Another monk, Robert Mann3nig, of Brunne, or Bourne, 
in Lincolnshire, who had versified Piers Langtoft's Chroni- 
cle, has left a translation of the " Manuel des F6ches," 
ascribed to Bishop Grosteste, who composed it in politer 
French. In this " Manual of Sins," or, as he terms it, 
" A handlyng of Sinne," according to monkish morality 
and the monkish devices to terrify sinners, our recreative 
monk has introduced short tales, some grave, and some he 
deemed facetious, which convey an idea of domestic life 
and domestic language. It is not without curiosity that we 
examine these, the earliest attempts at that difficult trifle — 
the art of telling a short tale. Robert de Brunne is neither 
a Mat Prior nor a La Fontaine, but he is a block which 
might have been carved into one or the other, and he shows 
that without much art a tale may be tolerably told.* His 
octosyllabic verse is more fluent than the protracted Alex- 
deserved to be revived. This honest spirit of antiquarianism, work- 
ing on a most nndiscerniag intellect, seems to have kindled into a 
literary bigotry in his sateless delight of " the black-letter of our 
grandfathers' days.'* Heame set this unhappy example of printing 
ancient writers with all their obsolete repulsiveness in orthography 
and type. He was closely follow^ by Ritson, and by Whitaker 
in his edition of Piers Ploughman ; and these editors assuredly have 
scared away many a neophyte m our vernacular literature. Ritsom 
printed his " Ancient Songs," with the Saxon characters and abbre- 
viations, which render them often unintelligible. This literary an- 
tiquary lived to regret this superstitious antiquarianism. He had 
prepared a new edition entirely cleared of these offences, but which 
unfortunately he destroyed at the morbid close of his life. 

* Turner's History of England, v., 217, will furnish the curious 
reader readily with several of these specimens of the modes of think- 
ing and of acting of the middle ages, when monks only were the 
preceptors of mankind. 
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andrine of his Chronicle. The words fall together in nat- 
ural order, and we seem to have advanced in this rude and 
artless " Ingliss." But the most certain evidence that " the 
English" was engaging the attention of those writers who 
professedly were devoting their pens to those whom they 
called " the commonalty," is, that they now began to criti- 
cise, and we find Robert de Brunne continually protesting 
against " strange Ingliss." This phrase has rather per- 
plexed our inquirers. " Strange Ingliss" would seem to 
apply to certain novelties in diction used by the tale-reciters 
and harpers, for so our monk tells us ; — 

" I wrote 
In S3rmple speeche as I couthe, 
That is lightest in marine's mouthe, 
I mad (made) nought for no disotirs (tale-tellers)^ 
Ne for no seggers nor harpours, 
Bot for the luf (love) of symple menu 
That strange Inglis cann not ken.'' 

It was about this time that the metrical romances, trans- 
lated from the French, spread in great number, and intro- 
duced many exotic phrases. In the celebrated romance of 
** Alisaundre" we find French expressions, imalloyed by 
any attempt at Anglicising them, overflowing the page. 
The phrase is, however, once applied to certain strange me- 
tres which our monk avoided, for many " that read English 
Would be confounded by them." 

Whatever Robert de Bvnne might allude to by his 
" strange Inglis,"* the same cry and the identical expres- 

* This term of " strange Inglis" has yet been found so obscure as 
to occasion some strictures, which, like the Interpreter in the Critic, 
are the most difficult to comprehend. I must refer to Monsieur 
Thierry's very delightful History of the Conquest of England, ii., 
271, for a very refined speculation on our Robert de Brunne's un- 
lucky obscurity. Monsieur Thierry imagines that the ^^ strange 
Inglis" was the refined English which had flown into Scotland, and 
there become the cultivated language of the minstrels and the court, 
and which our hapless Saxons on this side of the Ttoeed had sunk 
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sions are repeated by a writer not many years afterward — 
Richard Rolle, called "the Hermit of Hampole." He 
produced the earliest versions of the Psalms into English 
prose with a commentary on each verse ; and a volumin- 
ous poem in ten thousand lines, entitled " The Prikke of 
Conscience," translated from the Latin for " the unlettered 
men of Engelonde who can only imderstand English." In 
the prologue to this first Psalter in English prose he says, 
" I seke no straunge Ynglj/ss, hot lightest and communestf 
and wilk (such) that is most like unto the Latyn ; an thos 
I fine (I find) no proper Inglis I felough (follow) the wit of 
the words, so that thai that knowes noght (not) the Latyne, 
be (by) the Ynglys may come to many Latyne wordys." 
Here we arrive at open corruption ! Already a writer ap- 
pears refined enough to complain of the poverty of the lan- 
guage in furnishing " proper Inglis" or synonymes for the 
Latin ; the next step must follow, and that would be in due 
time the Latinizing " the Ynglis." 

A great curiosity of the genuine homeliness of our na- 
tional idiom at this time has come down to us in a manu- 
script in the Arundel collection, now in our national library. 
It is a volume written by a monk of St. Austin's at Canter- 
bury, in the Kentish dialect, about a century and a half 
after Layamon, and half a century after Robert of Glou- 

into a dialect only fitted for serfs. This finer and more elevated 
English could not be understood by a base commonalty ; this was 
" strange Inglis" to them. A very iftteresting event in the history 
of both nations had transplanted the purer English to the Scottish 
court: — Malcolm, whom the usurpation of Macbeth had i driven 
from the Scottish throne, was expatriated in England during an in- 
terval of near twenty years ; the affection of the monarch for the 
English was such, that he adopted their language, and when the 
royal family of England was expelled by the Conqueror, the king 
received them and the emigrant Saxons, and married the English 
princess. This gave rise to that intercourse with the south of Scot- 
land, of which the result in our literary, if not in our civil history, 
is remarkabljs. Certain it is that much broad Scotch is good old 
English, and the noblest minstrelsey cometh <'fra the North countrie*" 



Ik 
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cester, in 1340. This honest monk, like others of the 
Saxon brotherhood, was writing for his humbled country- 
men, or, as he expresses himself, wih a rude Doric sim- 
plicity, — 

" Vor Yader and vor Moder and vor other Ken.'' 

I throw into a note what I have transcribed of this speci- 
men of the old Saxon-English, or, as it is called, " Semi- 
Saxon."* In this specimen of the language as spoken by 
the people, the barbarism is native, pure in its impurity, 
and unalloyed by any spurious exotic. This English, 
spoken in the Weald of Kent, Caxton tells us, in his time, 
was " as broad and rude English as is spoken in any place 
in England." When contrasted with the diction a northern 
bard, whom a singular accident retrieved for us,t it offers 

* On the leaf appears, in the handwriting of the author, << This 

Boc is Dan Michells of Northgate ywrite an Englis of his ozene 

hand that hatte Jlyenbyte of inwyt, and is of the boc-honse of Seynt 

Austyn's of Cantorberi." The writer was seventy years of age; 

and he tells us that he was not — 

*' Blind, and dyaf, and alroo dumb) 
Of zeventy yer al not rond, 
Ne ssetce by draze to the grond, 
Uor peny nor mark) ne nor pond.** 

At the end the monk tells us for whom he writes -<- 

" Nou ich wille that yo ywite hon hitt is ywent 
Thet this Boc is ywrite mid Engliss of Kent. 
This Boc is ymade vor lewede men, 
Vor Vader and vor Moder and vor other Ken, 
Ham vor to berze uram alle manyere Zen 
Thet ine have inwytte ne bleue no nool wen, 
Huo ase God is his name yzed 
Thet this Boc made God him yeue that bread 
Of Angles of Hauene and thereto his red, 
And tinderuonge his Zoule, huanne that is dyad.** 

f While Tyrwhit was busied on the Canterbury Tales, his atten- 
tion was excited by the old cataloguer of the Cottonian manuscripts 
to a Chaucer exemplar emeridate scriptum. On a spare leaf the name 
of Richard Chawser had been scrawled, which might have been that 
of some former possessor. There are two fatalities which hang 
over the pen of a slumbering cataloguer — ignorance and indolence. 
Our present one caught an immortal name and never travelled on- 
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a curious picture of the English language, so different at 
precisely the same period. The minstrers flow of verse 
almost anticipates the elegance of a writer of two centuries 
later. 

The poems of Laurence Minot consist of ten narrative 
ballads on some of the wars of Edward the Third in Scot- 
land and in France. The events this bard records show 
that his writings were completed in 1352. His editor is 
surprised that " the great monarch whom he so eloquently 
and so earnestly panegyrized was either ignorant of his 
existence or insensible of his merit." Minot was probably 
nothing more than a northern minstrel, whose celebrity did 
not extend many leagues. His verses convey to us a per- 
fect conception of the minstrel character, throwing out his 
almost extemporaneous " Lays" on the predominant inci- 
dents of his day. All these narrative poems open by soli- 
citing the attention of the auditors : — 

<*LiTH£s ! and I sail tell you tyll 
The bataUe of Halldon Hyll.'' 

And in another : — 

*^ Herkins how long King Edward lay. 
With his men before Toumay." 

The singularity of these " Lays" consists in coming 
down to us in a written form, evidently with great care and 
fondness, bearing their author's unknown name. They 
might have appropriately been preserved in Percy's " Rel- 
iques of English Poetry."* 

ward; and, struck by the fairness of the writing, inferred that it 
was a copy of Chaucer critically accurate. It turned out to be the 
compositions of an unknown poet who not willingly relinquished 
his claim on posterity, for he has subscribed his name, Laxtbencx 

Minot. 

• Rttson's first edition (1795) of Minot having become very difr 
cult to procure, an elegant reimpression, and apparently a coxreet 
one, was published in 1825. 

Vol. L— 12 
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Three centuries had now passed, and still the national 
genius languished in the Norman bondage of the language. 
But the commonalty were increasing in number and in 
weight, and an indignant sense of the destitution of a na- 
tional language was not confined to the laity ; it was at- 
tracting the attention of those who thought and who wrote. 
Richard of Bury, Bishop of Durham, who put forth the 
first bibliographical treatise by an Englishman, and may be 
ranked among the earliest critical collectors of a private 
library, in his celebrated treatise on the love of books, the 
" Philobiblon,"* breathes all the enthusiasm of study ; but 
while he directs our attention to the classical writers of 
antiquity, he stimulates his contemporaries to emulate them 
by composing new books. Although he himself wrote in 
Latin, he regrets that no institution for children in the Eng- 
lish language existed ; and he complains, that our English 
youth " first learned the French, and from the French the 
Latin." Our youth were sent into France to polish their 
nasal Norman. This writer flourished about 1330, and 
thus ascertains, that in the beginning of the reign of Ed- 
ward III., no English was taught. The " Polychronican," 
a Latin chronicle compiled by the monk Higden, was 
finished somewhat later, about 1365 ; and we find the com- 
plaint more bitterly renewed. " There is no nation," wrote 
this honest monk, " whose children are compelled to leave 
their own language, as we have since the Normans came 
into England. A gentleman's child must speak French 
from the time that he is rocked in a cradle, or plays with 
a child's breche." 

The Latin Chronicle of Higden twenty years later, was 
translated into English by John de Trevisa. On this pas- 

• "Philobiblon, sive de Amore Librorum et Institutione Biblioth- 
ecae," ascribed to Richard of Bury, Bishop of Durham ; but Fabri- 
cius says it was written by Robert Holcot, a learned friar, at his de- 
sire. — Fab, Bib. Med, Mvi, vol. i. It is the bishop, however^ who 
was the collector, and always speaks in his own person. It has 
been recently translated by Mr. Inglis. 
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sage the translator fumislies the important observation, that, 
since this was written, a revolution had occurred through 
our grammar-schools : the patriotic efforts of one Sir John 
Comewaile, in teaching his pupils to construe their Latin 
into English, had been generally adopted ; " so that now," 
proceeds Trevisa, "the yere of our Lorde 1385, in alle 
the grammere scoles of Engelond, children leaveth 
Frensche, and construeth and lemeth Englische." The 
innovation had startled our translator, for, like all innova- 
tions, there was loss as well as profit, when, quitting what 
we are accustomed to, we launch dubiously into a new ac- 
quisition. The disuse of the French would detriment their 
intercourse abroad, and, on great occasions, at home. This 
was a time when Trevisa himself, in selecting some Scrip- 
tural inscriptions for the chapel of Berkley Castle, where 
he was chaplain, had them painted on boards in Norman- 
French, and Latin, in alternate lines. They are still visible. 
English itself was yet too base for the service of God. 

It was still a debatable question, as appears by the pre- 
feratory dialogue between Trevisa and his patron Lord 
Berkley, whether any translation of the Chronicle were at 
all necessary, Latin being the general language. It was, 
however, a noble enterprise, being the first great effort in 
our vernacular prose. This mighty volume is a imiversal 
history, which, in its amplitude and miscellaneous charac- 
ter, seemed to contain all that men could know ; and the 
version long enjoyed the favor of all readers as the first 
historical collection in the English language. It bears the 
seal of the monkish taste, being equally pious and fabulous. 
It not only opens before the days of Adam, but, like the 
creation, has its seven divisions ; it has monsters, however, 
which are not found in Genesis. The monk is doubtful 
whether they came of Adam or of Noah. They, indeed, 
came from the elder Pliny, to whose puerile wonders and 
hasty compilation we owe the foundation of our natural 
history. 

It was about the period that Higden concluded his labors, 
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that Sir John Mandeville deemed it wise, having written 
his travels in Latin and French, to compose them also in 
the vernacular idiom ; — a strong indication of the rising 
disposition to cultivate the national tongue. The policy of 
our government now accorded with the general disposi- 
tion ; and hence originated the noble decision of Edward 
III., in 1362, to banish from our courts of law the Norman- 
French ; but so awkward seemed this great novelty, that 
the statute is written in the very language it abolishes,* 
and, indeed, to which our great lawyers, the timid slaves 
of precedents, long afterward clung in their barbarous 
law-French phrases mingled with their native English. 

A mightier movement even than the royal decree in fa- 
vor of fostering the national language was a translation of 

* Barrington on the Statutes. 

In Blackstone's Commentaries, book iii. chap 21, we find much 
curious information, and some philosophical reflections. The use of 
the technical law-Latin is adroidly defended. Under Cromwell the 
records were turned into £nglish ; at the Restoration the practisers 
declared they could not express themselves so significantly in En- 
glish, and they returned to their Latin. In 1730, a statute ordered 
that the ]>roceedings at law should be done into English, that the 
common people might understand the process, &c. But after many 
years* experience the people are as ignorant in matters of law as be- 
fore, and suffer the inconveniences of increasing tfie expense of all 
legal proceedings by being bound by the stamp-duties to write only a 
stated number of words in a sheet, afid the English language^ tkrou^ 
the multitude of its particles, is so much more verbose than the Latin, 
that the number of sheets is much augmented. Two years subse- 
quently it was necessary to make a new act to allow all technical 
terms to continue Latin, which were too ridiculous to be translated, 
such as nisi prius, fieri facias, habeas corpus. This last act, in 
1732, has defeated every beneficial purpose intended by the prece^g 
statute of 1730. 

One hardly expected to find philological acumen in the dry discus- 
sion of law-Latin, but when the three words, " secundum formam 
ttatuti,'' require seven in English, « according to the form of the 
statute," one easily comprehends the heavy weight of the stamp-dviy 
for writing EnglisK The Saxons, who made no use of particles f^ 
speech, had more merit than we were aware of. 
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the Scriptures, by the intrepid spirit of Wickliffe. This 
had been done with the pledge of his life, for that was 
often in peril while he thus struck the first impulse of that 
reformation which not only influenced his own age, but one 
more remote. The translation of Wickliffe was a new 
revelation of the Word of God in the language of the many. 
The streets were crowded with Lollards, as his followers 
were denominated, of which, like similar odious names at- 
tached to a rising party, the origin remains uncertain ; Lol- 
lardy was however a convenient term to describe treason 
in the church and the state. WicklifFe's translation of the 
Old Testament still lies in numerous manuscripts, for our 
cold neglect of which we have incurred the censure of 
the foreigner. The New Testament has happily been 
printed.* 

If we place by the side of the text of Wickliffe our later 
versions, we may become familiar with that Saxon-English 
which our venerable Caxton subsequently considered was 
" more like to Dutch than English." 

But the picturesque language of our emotions, the crea- 
tive diction of poetry, appeared in the courtly style of Chau- 
cer, who nobly designed to render the national language 
refined and varied, while his great contemporaries, the au- 
thor of Piers Ploughman lingered in a rude dialect, and 
Gower was still composing alternately in Latin and in 
French. 

♦ By the Rev. John Lewis, 1731, fol., and republished by the Rev. 
H. H. Baber, 1810, 4to. 

The censure of Fabricius deserves our notice. Afler mention of 
Wickli£fe's version of the Bible, he adds, " Mirum est Anglos earn 
(versionem) tarn diu neglexisse quum vel linguse causa ipsis in pretio 
esse debeat." — J3i6. LaL, v., 321. 

It is provoking to be reminded of our neglected duties by a 
foreigner. "We might assuredly be curious to learn how the sublim- 
ity and the colloquial and narrative parts of this vast treasure of 
our ancient language were produced under the primitive pen of 
Wickliffe. A fine copy of Wickliffe's Bible was in the library of 
Mr. Douce, and I have heard, with great satisfaction, that it will 
nrobably be edited by Sir Francis Madden. 

12* 



138 OftlOm OF THE ENOLIBH LANOUAOB. 

The emancipation of the national language was subse* 
quently confirmed by another monarch. A curious anec- 
dote in our literary history has recently been disclosed of 
Henry Y. To encourage the use of the vernacular tongue, 
this monarch, in a letter missive to one of the city compa- 
nies, declared that " the English tongue hath in modern days 
hegwn to he honorably enlarged and adorned, and for the bet- 
ter understanding of the people the common idiom should be 
exercised in writing :" this was at once setting aside the 
Norman-French and the Latin for the daily business of 
civil life. By this record it appears that many of the craft 
of brewers to whose company this letter was addressed, 
had " knowledge of writing and reading in the English 
idiom, but Latin and French they by no means understood.** 
We further learn that now " the lords and the commons 
began to have their proceedings noted down in the mother' 
tongue ;" and this example was therefore to be followed by 
the city companies.* 

At this advanced stage of transition, so unsettled was the 
language of ordinary affairs, that the same document bears 
evidence of three different idioms. We find the petition 
of an Irish chieftain, a prisoner in the Tower, written in 
the French language, while the endorsed roya^^swer is 
in English, and the order of the council in Lhtin.f The 
bulletins of Henry Y ^ to the mayor and aldermen of LondoD 
are written in English, but endorsed in French. 

As if they designed to hold out a model to their subjects, 
and to sanction the use of their native English, both this 
prince and his father, Henry lY., left their wills in the na- 
tional language,^ at a time when the nobles employed Latin 
or French for such purposes. 

There has often existed a sympathy between ourselves 

• Herbert'i History of the City Companies. 
1 1 derive this curious fact from Mr. Tyler's History of Henry of 
Monmowthj ii., 245. 

X These wills are preserved in Mr. Nichols^ Collection of Roytl 
Wins. 
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and our near neighbors of France, when not dUtnrbed by war. 
This great movement of establishing a national language 
and freeing themselves from the Roman bondage, was tried 
at a later period by th6 French government, who were 
nearly baiHed in the attempt. An ordinance of Louis XII. 
was issued to abolish the use of the Latin tongue ; but such 
was the prejudice in favor of the ancient language, that 
notwithstanding that the Latin of the bar had degenerated 
into the most ludicrous barbarism, the lawyers were unwil- 
ling to yield to the popular wish. The use of Latin in 
France in all legal instruments lasted till the succeeding 
reign of Francis I., who, by two ordinances, declared that 
the French Language should be solely used in all pub- 
lic acts. It was, however, as late as forty years after, 
in 1629, that at length the public offices consented to draw 
their instruments in their vernacular language.* So long 
has general improvement to contend with the force of habit 
and the passion of prepossession ; and such were the diffi- 
culties which the vernacular style of both these great em- 
pires had to overcome. 

When the learned Hickes, in his patriotic fervor to trace 
the legitimacy of the English from its parent language, ad- 
judged that " nine tenths of our words were of Saxon origin," 
he exultingly appealed to the Lord's Prayer, wherein there 
are only three words of French or Latin extraction. This 
startled Tyrwhit, then busied on his Chaucerian glossary, 
and who in that labor had before him a different aspect of 
our mottled English. That was not the day when writers 
would maintain opinions against authority. Awed by the 
great Saxonist, the poetical antiquary compromised, alleging 
that though the form of our language was still Saxon, yet 
the matter was in a great measure French." His successor 
in English philology, George Ellis, still farther faltered and 
arbitrated ; suggesting that the greatest Saxonist, to com- 

• U ComU de Ne^i^chaUan. Eatay on French Liieraturt prefixed, 
to the late edition of Pascal's works. 
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plete his favorite scheme, would trace some old Gaulish 
French to a Teutonic origin. In tracing the formation of 
the English language, we are sensible that the broad and 
solid foundations lie in the Saxon, but the superstructure 
has oflen, with a magical movement, varied in its architec- 
ture. An enamored Saxonist has recently ventured to 
assert that " English is but another term for Saxon ;" but 
an ocular demonstration has been exhibited in specimens 
of the modern English of our master-writers, marking by 
italics all the words of Saxon derivation. By these it ap- 
pears that the translators of the Bible have happily pre- 
served for us the pristine simplicity of our Saxon-English, 
like the light in a cathedral through its storied and saintly 
window, shedding its' antique hues on hallowed objects. 
But as we advance, we discover in our most eminent wri- 
ters the anglicisms diminish ; and Sharon Turner has ob- 
served that a fifth of the Saxon language has ceased to be 
used. A recent critic* has curiously calculated that the 
English language, now consisting of about 38,000 words, 
contains 23,000, or nearly five eighths, Anglo-Saxon in 
their origin ; that in our most idiomatic writers, there is but 
one tenth not Anglo-Saxon, and in our least about one 
third.t A cry of our desertion of our Saxon piuity has 
been raised by those who have not themselves practised it 
in their more elevated compositions ; but are we to deem 
that English corrupted which recedes from its Saxon char- 
acter, and compels the daughter to lose the likeness of her 

• Edinburgh Review, Oct., 1839. 

t See Quarterly Rev,, lix., 34. The critic is deeply imbued with 
his delight of Saxon-English. " The first bursts in our literature 
(probably the noblest are meant) are in almost pure Saxon." The 
critic particularly appeals to Milton for two instances; yet surely 
the Greekized, the Latinized, and even the Italianized Milton will 
not serve to assert the pre-eminence of our venerable dialect. « A 
country congregation" is its more certain test ; where the language 
of the people is the only language required^ Cobbett's writings 
throughout are Saxon-English. Coleridge considered Asgill and Be 
Foe the most idiomatic writers. 
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mother? Are we to banish to perpetuity those foreigners 
who have ahready fructified our Saxon soil ? In an age of 
extended literature, conversant with objects and productiye 
of associations which never entered into the experience of 
our forefathers, the ancient language of the people must 
necessarily prove inadequate ; a new language must start 
out of new conceptions. Look into our present " exchequer 
of words ;" there lies many a refined coinage struck out of 
the arts and the philosophies of Europe. Every word 
which genius creates, and which time shall consecrate, is 
a possession of the language which must be inscribed into 
that variable doomsday book of words — the English Dic- 
tionary. Devotees of Thor and Woden ! the day of your 
idolatries has passed, and your remonstrances are vain as 
your superstitions. 



H2 



VICISSITUDES OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE. 

The vicissitudes of the English language are more evi- 
dent than its origin. In the history of a language we are 
perpetually reminded, hy the remonstrances of the critics, 
of the corruptions of its purity, the perils of innovation, and 
the obtrusion of neologisms, while we find these same 
critics fastidiously rejecting what they deem the antiquated 
and the obsolete ; many causes are constantly operating 
these changes of language. The style of one age ceases 
to be that of another ; new modifications of thought create 
new modes of expression ; and as knowledge enlarges its 
sphere, and society changes its manners, novel objects im- 
periously demand adequate terms. 

Our language has been subjected to those dominant 
events in the history of our country which have so power- 
fully influenced our genius and our destiny ; and, our insu- 
lar position occasioning a general intercourse with all the 
continental nations, our national idiom has been mottled by 
foreign neologisms. 

For more than five centuries was the Saxon language 
the language of England ; the awful revolution of 1066 
produced novelties of all kinds, but none greater than the 
entire change in our Saxon language, which, however, our 
Norman masters could never eradicate from among the peo- 
ple. During three centuries most of our English writers 
composed in French. When Greek was first studied in 
the reign of Henry the Seventh, it planted many a hellen- 
ism in our English ; the translation of the Scriptures in 
that of Edward the Sixth, while it transmitted many Latin- 
isms, at the same time revived the simplicity of the Saxon- 
English, which seemed to bear a sort of evidence that a 
primitive language was most suitable for primitive Christi- 
anity in contrast with the pompous corruptions of Rome. 
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Under Elizabeth favorite phrases were insinuated into 
the dialect by over-refined travellers, who spoke " minion- 
like," while the revolution of the Netherlands incorporated 
among us many a rough but vigorous inmate. In the days 
of James and Charles, the long residence of the Spanish 
Gondomar at our court, and the romantic pilgrimage of love 
to Madrid, and the political ties which bound the two na- 
tions, framed the style of courtesy, as well as set the 
fashions. 

The puritanic commonwealth, under Cromwell, sunk 
down the language to its basest uses. Stripped to naked- 
ness, the jargon of the market and the shop hid itself under 
the gibberish of its cant. Writers then abounded equally 
illiterate and fanatical. Perhaps we owe to these mean 
scribblers the scorn and pride with which Milton constructed 
on the Latin model of inversions and involutions of sen- 
tences his artificial and learned prose, unlike the style of 
his contemporaries, and which was never to be that of his 
successors ; it was a machinery too costly for its price, and 
too imwieldy for the handling of an ordinary workman. 
Under the second Charles we see the nation and the lan- 
guage equally Gallicised, and so it remained to the days of 
Anne. Suppose for a moment that when the first Georges 
were appointed to the English throne, the Germany of that 
day had been the Germany of the present. What would 
have been the result ? Instead of two torpid Germans, 
destitute of every sensibility to literature and art, we might 
have seen an accomplished Duke of Weimar at St. James's, 
and a Wieland, a Schiller, and a Goethe at our court ; our 
authors had been impressed by the German genius, in our 
emulation and delight. Such is the simple history of the 
English language as it has been, or might have been, sub- 
jected to our national events. 

The history of the vernacular language of other Euro- 
pean nations discovers the same mutability, though not 
always produced by those great public incidents which may 
have been peculiar to ourselves. In Spain, however, we 
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find that the possession of that land by the Moors has left 
in the Castilian language a whole dictionary of Arabic 
words which now mingle with the vernacular idiom, and 
for ever shall bear witness of the triumphs of their ancient 
masters. But in the history of a vernacular language it 
may also happen that the first writers, combining in a sin- 
gleness of taste, may construct a particular style. The 
earliest writers of France had modelled their taste by the 
Greek ; Jodelle, Ronsard, Du Bartas, and others, imbued 
with Attic literature, Greekized the French idiom, by their 
compounds, their novel terms, and their sonorous peri- 
phrases. The court and the ladies were adopting this new 
style, and, as usual, the unskilful were diverging into the 
most ridiculous affectations. But it was possible that the 
French language might have acquired a concision and vigor 
of which it is now destitute, for those early writers threw 
out a more original force than their tame successors. The 
artificial delicacy of the French critics has condemned 
these attempts as barbarisms ; but to have transplanted 
these atticisms into the native soil, partook more of bold- 
ness than of barbarism. The attempt failed, if it could 
ever have succeeded, by the civil wars which soon drew 
off the minds of men from the placable innovators of lan- 
guage. 

The French, though not an insular people, have been 
subject to rapid revolutions in their language. The ancient 
Gaulish-French has long been as unintelligible to a mod- 
em Frenchmen as our Saxon is to us ; even those numer- 
ous poets of France who at a later period composed in 
their langue Romane, are strewed in the fields of their 
poesy only as carcasses, which no miracle of antiquarian 
lore shall ever resuscitate. Compare the style of one wri- 
ter with another only two centuries later, or Rabelais widi 
Voltaire ! The age of Louis XIV. effected the most rapid 
change in the vernacular style, insomuch that the diction 
of the writers of the preceding reign of Louis XIIL had 
fetUen obsolete in the short space of half a century. And 
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yet the chastened style of the age of Louis XIV., with its 
cold imitation of classical antiquity, was to receive a higher 
polish from the hand of a Pascal, a novel brilliancy from 
the touch of a Montesquieu, and a more numerous prose 
from the impassioned Rousseau. The age of erudition and 
taste was to be succeeded by the more energetic age of 
genius and philosophy. An ianecdote recorded of Vauge- 
las may possibly be true, and is a remarkable evidence of 
this perpetual mobility of style. This writer lived between 
1585 and 1650, and during thirty years had been occupied, 
more suo, on a translation of Quintus Curtius. It was 
during this protracted period that the French style was 
passing through its rapid transitions. So many phrases 
had fallen superannuated, that this martyr to the purity of 
his diction was compelled to rewrite the former part of his 
version to modernize it with his later improved composi- 
tion. The learned Menage lived to be old enough to have 
caught alarm at this vicissitude of taste, and did not scru- 
ple to avow that no work could last which was not com- 
posed in Latin. 

The languages of highly-cultivated nations are more 
subject to this innovation and variableness than the lan- 
guage of a people whose native penury receives but rare 
accessions. Hence the ancient and continued complaints 
through all the generations of critics, from the days of Ju- 
lius Cesar and Quintilian to those in which we are now 
writing.* The same hostility against novelty in words or in 
gtyle is invariably proclaimed. The captiousness of criti- 
cism has usually referred to the style of the preceding au- 
thors as a standard from which the prevalent style of its 
contemporaries has erringly diverged. The preceptors of 
genius at all times seem to have been insensible to the 
natural progress of language, resisting new qualities of 
style and new forms of expression ; in reality, this was in- 
ferring, that a perfect language exists, and that a creative 

• Curiosities of Literature, art. "History op New Words.** 
Vol. I.— 13 



146 vicissmJDEs of the English language. 

genius must be trammelled by their limited and arbitrary 
systems. This prejudice of the venerable brotherhood 
may, I think, be traced to its source. Every age advan- 
tageously compares itself with its predecessor, for it has 
made some advances, and rarely suspects that the same 
triumph is reserved for its successor ; but beside this illu- 
sion in regard to the style, which, like the manners of the 
time, is passing away, the veteran critic has long been a 
practised master, and in the daring and dubious novelties 
which time has not consecrated, he must descend to a new 
pupillage ; but his rigid habits are no longer flexible ; and 
for the matured arbiter of Hterature who tastes " the bitter- 
ness of novelty," what remains but an invective against the 
minting of new words, and the versatility of new tastes ? 

The fallacy of the systematic critics arises from the 
principle that a modem language is stationary and stable, 
like those which are emphatically called '* the dead lan- 
guages," in which every deviation unsupported by authority 
is legally condemned as a barbarism. But the truth is, 
that every modem language has always existed in fluctua- 
tion and change. The people themselves, indeed, are no 
innovators ; their very phrases are traditional. Popular 
language can only convey the single uncompounded notions 
of the people ; it is the style of acts ; and they are intelli- 
gible to one another by the shortest means. Their Saxon- 
English is nearly monosyllabic, and their phraseology curt. 
Hence we find that the language of the mob in the year 
1832 is precisely the natural style of the mob of this day.* 

♦ These are political squibs thrown out by the mobocracy in the 
reign of Richard the Second. They are preserved in Mr. Turner's 
History of England. I print them in their modem orthography. 
The first specimen runs in familiar lines : 

"Jack the Miller asked help to turn his mill aright. He hath 
ground small, small I The King's son of Heaven he shall pay for 
aU. Look thy Mill go aright with the four sails, and the post stand 
in steadfastness. With Right and with Might, with Skill and with 
Will, let Might help Right, and Skill go before Will, and Right before 
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But this popular style can never be set up as the standard 
of genius, which is mutable with its age, creating faculties 
and imbodying thoughts which do not enter into the experi- 
ence of the people, and therefore cannot exercise their 
understandings. 

A series of facts will illustrate our principle, that the 
language of every literary people (Blasts in a fluctuating 
condition, and that its vaunted purity and its continued sta- 
bility are chimerical notions. 

In this history of the vicissitudes of the English lan- 
guage, we may commence with our remote ancestors 
the Anglo-Saxons. When their studies and their language 
received a literary character, they coveted great pomposity 
in their style. They interlarded their staves with Latin 
words ; and, even in the reign of the Confessor, the French 
language was fashionable. " The affectation of the Anglo- 
Saxon literati was evidently tending to adulterate their 
language ; and even if the Conquest had not taken place, 
the purity of the English language would have been speed- 
ily destroyed by the admixture of a foreign vocabulary.'** 
Thus early were we periling our purity ! 

In 1837, John de Trevisa, translating the Latin Poly- 
chronicon of Higden, tells us he avoids what he calls " the 
old and ancient English." A century afterward, Caxton, 
printing this translation of Trevisa, had to rewrite it, to 
change the " rude and old English, that is, to wit certain 
words which in these days be neither used nor understood." 

Might, then goes our Mill aright, and if Might go before Right and 
Will before Skill then is our Mill mis adyght." 

Now we have plain, intelligible prose — 

** Jack Carter prays you all that ye make a good end of that ye 
have begun, and do well, and still better and better ; for at the even 
men near the day. If the end be well, then is all .well. Let Piers 
the ploughman dwell at home, and dyght us com. Look that Hobbe 
the robber be well chastised. Stand manly together in truth, and 
help the truth, and truth shall help you.'' 

• Sir Francis Palgrave's «' Rise and Progress of the English Com- 
monwealth ;" Proofs and Illustrations, ccxiii. 
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It might have startled Master Caxton to have suspected that 
he might be to us what Trevisa was to him, as it had equally 
amazed Trevisa, when he discovered archaisms which had 
contracted the rust of time, to have imagined that his fresher 
English were to be archaisms to his printer in the succeed- 
ing century. 

At the period at which our present vernacular literature 
opened upon us, Eliot, More, and Ascham, maintained great 
simplicity of thought and idiom ; yet even at this period, 
about 1550, the language seemed in imminent danger ; it 
raised the tone of our primitive critics, and the terrors of 
neologism took all frightful shapes to their eyes ! 

A refined critic of our language then was the learned Sir 
John Cheke, who, at this early period, considered that the 
English language was capable of preserving the utmost 
purity of style, and he was jealously awake to its slightest 
violations. A friend of his. Sir Thomas Hoby, a courtly 
translator of the Courtier of Castiglione, had soHcited his 
critical opinion. The learned Cheke, equally friendly and 
critical, insinuated hia abhorrence of " an unknown word," 
and apologises for his corrections, lest he should be ac- 
counted " over-straight a deemer of things, by marring his 
handy-work." Hoby had evidently alarmed by some sprink- 
lings of Italianisms — some capriccios of " new-fangled" 
words — the chaste ear of our Anglican purist. I preserve 
this remarkable letter to serve as a singular specimen of 
our English, unpolluted even by a Latinism.* 

" Our own tongue should be written clean and pure, im- 
nuxed and unmangled with borrowing of other tongues, 
wherein, if we take not heed, by time, ever borrowing and 
never paying, she shall be fain to keep her house as bank- 
rupt. For then doth our tongue naturally and praisably 

• This letter to the translator Hoby has been passed over by those 
who collected the few letters of the learned Cheke j and, what seems 
strange, appears only in the first edition of Hoby's translation, hav- 
ing heen omitted in the subsequent editions. Perhaps the translator 
was not enamored of his excellent critic. 
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Utter her meaning, when she borroweth no counterfeitness 
of other tongues to atth'e herself withal ; but used plainly 
her own, with such shift as nature, craft, experience, and 
following of other excellent, dofli lead her unto ; and if she 
want at any time (as, being imperfect, she must), yet let 
her borrow with such bashfulness that it may appear, that if 
either the mould of our own tongue could serve us to fashion 
a word of our own, or if the old denizened words could con- 
tent and ease this need, we would not boldly venture on 
unknown words. This I say, not for reproof of you, who 
have scarcely and necessarily used, where occasion seem- 
eth, a strange word so, as it seemeth to grow out of the 
matter, and not to be sought for ; but for my own defence, 
who might be coimted over-straight a deemer of things, if 
1 gave not this account to you, my friend, of my marring 
this your handy-work." 

Such was the tone even of our primitive critics ! the 
terrors of neologism were always before their eyes. All 
those accessions of the future opulence of the vernacular 
language were either not foreseen or utterly proscribed, 
while, at the same time, the wants and imperfections of the 
language, amid all its purity or its poverty, were felt and 
acknowledged. We perceive that even this stem champion 
of his vernacular idiom confesses that " he may want at 
time, being imperfect, and must borrow with bashfulness." 
The cries of the critics suddenly break on us. Another 
contemporary critic of not inferior authority laments that 
" there seemed to be no mother-tongue." — " The far-jour- 
neyed gentlemen" returned home not only in love with 
foreign fashions, but equally fond " to powder their talk 
with over-sea language." There was French-English and 
English Italianated. Professional men disfigured the lan- 
guage by conventional pedantries; the finical courtier 
would prate "nothing but Chaucer." — " The mystical wise- 
men and the poetical clerks delivered themselves in quaint 
proverbs and blind allegories."* The pedantic race, in 
♦ Sir Thomas Wilson's Arte of Rhetoric, 1663. 

13* 
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their furious Latinisms, bristling with polysyllabic pom- 
posity, deemed themselves fortunate when they could fall 
upon " dark words," which our critic aptly describes 
" catching an ink-horn terjji by the tail." The eloquence 
of the more volatile fluttered in the splendid patches of 
modem languages. It seemed as if there were to be no 
longer a native idiom^ and the good grain was choked up 
by the intruding cockle which fioHrished by its side. 
Another contemporary critic announces that " our English 
tongue was a gallimaufry or hodge-podge of all other 
speeches." Arthur Golding grieves over the disjected 
members of the language : -^- 

" Onr Eng^lish tongue driven almost ont of kind [nature]. 
Dismembered, hacked, maimed, rent, and torn. 
Defaced, patched, marred, and made in scorn." 

A critic who has left us " An Arte of English poetry," 
written perhaps about 1550 or 1560, exhorting the poet to 
render his language^ which however he never could in his 
own verses, " natural, piure, and the most usual of all his 
country," seemed at a loss where to fix on the standard of 
style. He would look to the Court to be the modellers of 
speech, but there he acknowledges that "the preachers, 
the secretaries, and travellers," were great corrupters, and 
not less " our Universities, where scholars use much peevish 
affectation of words out of Ae primitive languag^." The 
coarse bran of our own native English was however to be 
sifted ; but where was the genuine^ English idiom to be 
gathered ? Ou» fastidious critic remonstrates against " the 
daily talk of northern men." The good southern was that 
« we of Middlesex or Surrey use." Middlesex and Surrey 
were then, tc^ regulate the idiom of all British men ! and aU 
our England was doomed ta barbarism, as it varied from 
" the usual speech of the Court, and that of London within 
sixty miles, and not much above*" But was our English 
more stable within this assigned circumference of the 
metropolis than any other line of demarcation ? About 1580, 
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Carew informs us that " Within these sixty years we have 
incorporated so many Latin and French words as the third 
part of our language consisteth in them." 

Some there were among us who, alarmed that such 
ceaseless infusions were polluting the native springs of 
English, would look hack with veneration and fondness on 
our ancient masters. Our great poet Spenser,* then youth- 
ful, declared that the language of Chaucer was the purest 
English, and our bard hailed, in a verse often quoted by the 
critics — 

"Dan Chaucer, well of English undefiled." 

But in this well are deposited many waters. Chaucer has 
been accused of having enriched the language with the 
spoils of France, blending the old Saxon with the Norman- 
French and the modem Gallic of his day, for which he 
has been vehemently censured by the austerity of philo- 
logical antiquaries. Skinner and his followers have con- 
demned Chaucer for introducing " a wagon-load of words,** 
and have proclaimed that Chaucer " wrote the language of 
mo age ;" a reproach which has been transferred to our 
Spenser himself, who has transplanted many an exotic into 
the English soil, and recast many an English word for the 
innocent forgery of a rhyme ! So that two of the finest 
geniuses in our literature, for recasting the language, must 
lay their heads down to receive the heavy axe of verbal 
pedantry. 

Descending a complete century-, in 1S56 we are surprised 
at discovering Heylin, at a period relatively modem, reite- 
rating the language of his ancient predecessors. This 
later critic published his animadversions on the pedantic 
writings of Hamon L'E strange, who had opened on us a 
floodgate of Latinisms. Heylin observes : " More French 
and Latin words have gained ground upon us since the mid' 

* Spenser's Protest- against the Innovators of Language may be 
seen in his ** Three Letters,'' which are preserved unmutilatcd in 
Todd's Spenser; they are deficient in Hughes' edition. 
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die of Queen ElizahetKs reign than were admitted by oui 
ancestors, not only since the Norman, but the Roman con- 
quest." This was written before the restoration of Charles 
the Second, when we were to be ovemm by Gallicisms. 
This complaint did not cease with Heylin, for it has often 
been renewed. Heylin drew up in alphabetical order the 
uncouth and imusual words which are to be found in Ha- 
mon TEstrange's History, and yet many of these foreign- 
ers since the days of Heylin have become denizens. So 
unsettled were the notions of our philology with regard to 
style, that PE strange could venture in his rejoinder, which 
contains sufficient vinaicre, as he writes it, a defence of 
these hard words which is entertaining. " As to those 
lofty words, I declare to all the world this not uningenious 
acknowledgment, that having conversed with authors of the 
noblest and chief remark in several languages, not only 
their notions but their very words especially being of the 
most elegant import, became at length so familiar with me, 
as when I applied myself to this present work I found it 
very difficult to renounce my former acquaintance with 
them ; but as they freely offered themselves, so I enter- 
tained them upon these considerations. First I was confi- 
dent that among learned men they needed no other passe 
than their own extraction ; and for those who were mere 
English readers I saw no reason they should wonder at 
them, considering that for their satisfaction I had sent along 
with every foreigner his interpreter, to serve instead of a 
dictionary." Hamon TEstrange's Life of Charles I. was 
certainly a piece of infelicitous pedantry, as we may judge 
by this specimen.* 

Even great authors glanced with a suspicious eye on 
these vicissitudes of language, not without a conviction that 
they themselves were personally interested in these uncer- 
tain novelties. It would seem as if Milton, from the new 

* Heylin's " Observations on the Historic of the Reign <rf King 
Charles." L'Estrange's rejoinder may be found in the second edi- 
tion of his History. 



VICnsSITUDES OF THE ENGLISH LANOTTAOE. 153 

invasion of Gallic words and Gallic airiness which broke 
in at the restoration, had formed some mieasy anticipations 
that his own learned diction and sublime form of poetry 
might suffer by the transition, and that Milton himself might 
become as obsolete as some of his great predecessors ap- 
peared to his age. The nephew of Mihon, in the preface 
to his " Theatrum Poetarum," where the critical touch of 
the great master so frequently betrays itself, pleads for our 
ancient poets, who are not the less poetical because their 
style is antiquated. Writing, in the reign of Charles II. 
in 1675, he says : " From Queen Elizabeth's reign, the 
language hath not been so unpolished as to render the po- 
etry of that time ungrateful to such as at this day will take 
the pains to e^tamine it well. If no poetry should please 
but what is calculated to every refinement of a language, 
of how ill consequence this would be for the future let him 
consider, and make it his own case, who, being now in fair 
repute, shall, two or three ages hence, when the language 
comes to be double-refined, understand that his works are 
come obsolete and thrown aside. I cannot — " he, perhaps 
Milton, continues — "I cannot but look upon it as a very 
pleasant humor that we should be so compliant with the 
French custom as to follow set fashions, not only in gar- 
ments, but in music and poetry. For clothes, I leave them 
to the discretion of the modish ; breeches and doublet will 
not fall under a metaphysical consideration. But in arts 
and sciences, as well as in moral notions, I shall not scru- 
ple to maintain, that what was * verum et bonum ' once, con- 
tinues to be so always. Now whether the trunk-hose fancy 
of Queen Elizabeth's days, or the pantaloon genius of ours 
be best, I shall not be hasty to determine." 

Would we learn the true history of a modern language, 
we must not apply to the critics, who only press for con- 
formity and appeal to precedents ; but we must look to 
those other more practical dealers in words, the Lexicog- 
raphers, who at once reveal to us all the incomings and 
outgoings of their great " exchequer of words." Turn over 
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the prefaces of our elder lexicographers. Every one of 
them pretends to prune away the vocabulary of his prede- 
cessors, and to supply, in this mortality of words, those 
which live on the lips of contemporaries. In the great 
tome of his record of archaisms and neologisms, the gray 
moss hangs about the oak, and the graft shoots forth with 
fresh verdure. Baret, one of our earliest lexicographers, 
in the reign of Elizabeth thus expresses himself: ^'I 
thought it not meete to stuffe this worke with old obsolete 
words which now a dales no good writer will use."* Words 
spurned at by the lexicographer of 1580 had been conse- 
crated by the venerable fathers of our literature and of the 
Reformation, not a century past ; yet another century does 
not elapse when another dictionary throws all into confusion. 
Henry Cockram, whose volume has been at least twelve 
times reprinted, boldly avows that " what any before me 
in this kind have begun I have not only fully finished, but 
thoroughly perfected ;" and presuming on the privilege of 
" an interpreter of hard English words," the language is 
wrecked in a stormy pedantry of Latin and Greek terms, 
which however indicate that new corruption of oujr style 
which some writers and speakers, as Hamon TE strange, 
were attempting.! What a picture have we sketched of 
the mortality of words, through all the fleeting stages of 
their decadency from Trevisa to Caxton, from Caxton to 
Baret, from Baret to Cockram, and from Cockram to his 
numerous successors ! 

♦ «« Alvearie, or quadruple Dictionary of four Languages,** 1580. 

t«The English Dictionary, or an Interpreter of Hard English 
Words, by H. C, gent., 1668." The eleventh and twelfth editions 
are before me. The last, edited by another person, is not so copious 
as the former. In Cockram's own edition we have a first ** Book" 
of his " Hard Words," followed by a second of what he calls " Vul- 
gar Words," which are English. The last editor has wholly omitted 
the second part. Of the first part, or the " Hard Words," Cockram 
observes that *' They are the choicest words now in tue, and where- 
with our language is enriched and become so copious, to which words 
the common sense is annexed." 
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Thus then has our language been in perpetual movement, 
and that " purity of style," whose presumed violation has 
raised such reiterated querulousness, has in reality proved to 
be but a mocking phantom, fugitive or unsubstantial. Our 
English has often changed her dress, to attract by new 
graces, and has spoken with more languages than one. 
She has even submitted to fashion, that most encroaching 
usurper of words, who sends them no one knows how and 
no one knows why, banishing the old and establishing the 
new, and who has ever found her legitimacy unquestioned 
when in her matured age we recognise Fashion under the 
consecrated name of Custom, 

But let us not quit this topic of " pHrity of style" without 
offering our sympathies for those who have suffered mar- 
tyrdom in their chimerical devotion. In the days of my 
youth there were some who inrould not write a word un- 
warranted by Swift or Tillotson ; these were to be held 
fast for pure idiomatic prose, by those who felt insulted by 
the encumbering lexiphanicisms of the ponderous numer- 
osity of Johnson ; and recently a return to our Saxon words, 
diminutive in size, has been trumpeted in a set oration at 
the University of Glasgow by a noble personage. This 
taste is rife among critics of limited studies. Charles Fox, 
a fine genius who turned toward the pursuits of liter- 
ature too late in Ufe, was a severe sufferer, and purified his 
vocabulary with a scrupulosity imknown to any purist, so 
nervously apprehensive was this great man lest he should 
not write English. Addison, Bolingbroke, and Middleton, 
were not of sufiicient authority, for he would use no word 
which was not to be found in Dryden. Alas ! what disap- 
pointments await the few who creep along their Saxon 
idiom, or who would pore on the free gracefulness of Dry- 
den as a dictionary of words and phrases ! Could the chi- 
merical purity which these are in search of be ever foimd, 
never would it lend enchantment to their page, should their 
taste be cold or their fancy feeble. The language of genius 
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must be its own reflection, and the good fortune of authors 
must receive the stamp used in their own mint. 

It happens with the destiny of words, as in the destiny 
of empires. Men in their own days see only the begin- 
nings of things, and more sensibly feel the inconvenience 
of that state of transition inflicted by innovation, in its first 
approaches often capricious, always empirical. These vicis- 
situdes of language in their end were to produce a vernac- 
ular idiom more wealthy than our native indigence seemed 
to promise. All those vehement cries of the critics which 
we have brought together were but the sharp pangs and 
throes of a parturient language in the natural progress of a 
long-protracted birth. 

A national idiom in its mighty formation, struggling into 
its perfect existence, encumbered by the heavy mass in 
which it lies involved, resembles the creation of the lion 
of the Bard of Paradise, when 



tc 



Half appeared 



The tawny lion, pawing to get freb 
His hinder parts.'* 
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DIALECTS. 

Dialects reflect the general language diversified hf 
localities. 

A dialect is a variation in the pronunciation, and neces* 
sarily in the orthography of words, or a peculiarity of 
phrase or idiom, usually accompanied by a tone which 
seems to be as local as the word it utters. It is a language 
rarely understood out of the sphere of the population by 
whom it is appropriated. A language is fixed in a nation 
by a flourishing metropolis of an extensive empire, a dia*- 
lect may have existed coeval with that predominant dialect 
which by accident has become the standard or general 
language ; and moreover, the contemned dialect may occa*" 
sionally preserve some remains or fragments of the lan^* 
guage which, apparently lost, but hence recovered, enable 
us rightly to understand even the prevalent idiom. 

All nations have had dialects^ Greece had them, as 
France and Italy have them now. Homer could have in-^ 
eluded in a single verse four or five dialects ; but though 
the Doric and Ionic were held the most classical, none of 
them were barbarous, since their finest writers have com* 
posed in these several dialects. Even some Italian poets 
and comic writers have adopted a favorite dialect ; but no 
classical English author could have immortalized any one 
of our own. 

Ancient Greece, as Mitford describes, " though a narrow 
country, was very much divided by mountains and politics." 
And mountains and politics which impede the general in- 
tercourse of men, inevitably produce dialects. Each iso- 
lated state with fear or pride affected its independence, not 
only by its own customs, but by its accent or its phrase. 
In France the standard language was long but a dialect. 
There potent nobles, each holding a separate court and 
Vol. L— 14 
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sovereignity in his own province, offered many central 
points of attraction. The Counts of Foix, of Provence and 
of Toulouse, and the Dukes of Guinne, of Normandy and 
of Brdtagne, were all munificent patrons of those who cul- 
tivated what they termed " Fart du beau parler," each in 
their provincial idiom. These were all subdivisions of the 
two rival dialects to which the Romane language had given 
birth. But the river Loire ran between them ; and a great 
river has often been the boundary of a dialect : France was 
thus long divided. On the south of the Loire their speecli 
was called the language of Oc, and on the north the lan« 
guage of OH ; names which they derived from the differ- 
ent manner of the inhabitants pronouncing the affirmative 
Qui. The language of the poetical Troubadours on the 
south of the Loire had not the happier destiny of its rival, 
used by the Trouveres on the north. It was this which 
became the standard language, while the other remains a 
dialect. Here we have a remarkable incident in the his- 
tory of dialects in a great country ; it was long doubtful 
which was to become the national language ; and as it 
happened, if we may trust an enthusiast of Languedoc, that 
his idiom, expressing with more vowelly soilness and 
naivete the familiar emotions of love and friendship, and 
gayety and bonhomie, gave way to a harsher idiom and a 
sharp nasal accent ; and all ended by the Parisian detect- 
ing the provincials by their Shibboleth, and calling them all 
alike Gascons, and their taste for exaggeration and rhodo- 
montade gasconades ; while the southerns, who hold that 
what is called the French language is only a perversion of 
their own dialect, like our former John Bull, fling on the 
Parisian the old Gaulish appellative of Franchiman.* 

• Dictionnaire Languedoci'en-franQois, par PAbbe de Sauvago. 
**'Franchiman est form6 de PAUemand et signifie homme de France*'^ 
The Abb6 wrote in 1756, when he did not care to translate too lit- 
erally ; the Frank-man meant the Free-man, for the Franks called 
themselves so, as " the free people.'* This learned Gascon, in his 
xeal for the Langue d'oe, explains, " Parla Franchiman,** means 
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The dialects of England were produced by occurrences 
which have happened to no other nation. Our insular site 
has laid us open to so many masters, that it was long doubt- 
ful whether Britain would ever possess a uniform language. 
The aboriginal Britons left some of their words behind 
them in their flight, as the Romans had done in their do- 
minion,* and even the visiting Phenician may have dropped 
some words on our coasts. The Jutes, the Angles, and the 
Saxons brought in a new language, and, arriving from sep- 
arate localities, that language came to us diversified by dia- 
lects ; and the Danes, too, joined the northern brotherhood 
of pirate-kings who planted themselves in our soil. The 
gradual predominance of the West-Saxon over the petty 
kingdoms which subdivided Britain first approached to the 
formation of a national language. The West-Saxon was 
the land of Alfred, and the royal cultivation of its dialect^ 
supreme in purity as the realm stood in power, rendered it 
the standard language which we now call Anglo-Saxon. 

" Had the Heptarchy [Octarchy] continued," observed 
Bishop Percy, " our English language would probably have 
been as much distinguished for its dialects as the Greek, 
or at least as that of the several independent states of It- 
aly." In truth, we remained much in that condition while 
a power hostile to the national character assumed the sov- 
ereignty. So unsettled was the English language, that a 
writer at the close of the fourteenth century tells us that 
different parts of the island experienced a difficulty to un- 
derstand one another. A diversity of pronunciation, as 
well as a diversity in the language, was so prevalent, that 
the Northern, the Southern, and the Middle-land men were 

« parler aver I'accent (bon ou mauvais) des provinces du nord dtt 
royaame :" an insinuation that the French accent might not be pos- 
itively the better one. The good Abbd had such a perfect convio- 
tioii of the superiority of his Languedocians, that he would have no 
other servants, not only for their superior integrity, but for that of 
their language. 

• Palgrave, 174. They also received some in exchange, many 
words in Cesar being British.— Heame'j Leland's Itinerary, vL 
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unintelligible when they met ; the Middle-land understood 
the Northern and the Southern better than the Northman 
and the Southman comprehended one another ; the Eng- 
lish people seemed to form an assemblage of distinct races. 
Even to this day, a scene almost similar might be exhib- 
ited. Should a peasant of the Yorkshire dales, and one 
firom the vales of Taunton, and another from the hills of 
the Chiltem, meet together, they would require an inter- 
preter to become intelligible to each other ; but in this 
dilemma what county could produce the EngUshman so 
versed in provincial dialects as to ^issist his three honest 
countrymen ? 

If etymology often furnishes a genealogy of words 
through all their authentic descents, so likewise a map of 
provincial idioms might be constructed to indicate the local- 
ities of the dialects. There we might observe how an 
expansive and lengthened river, or intervening fells and 
mountains which separate two counties, can stop the course 
of a dialect, so that the idiom current on one side, when it 
passes the borders becomes intrusive, little regarded, and 
ere it reaches a third county has expired in the passage. 
Thus the Parret, we are told, is the boundary of the Som- 
ersetshire dialect ; for words used east of the Parret are 
only known by synonyms on the west side. The same 
incident occurs in Italy, where a single river runs through 
the level plain ; there the Piedmontese peasant from the 
western end meeting vrith a Venetian from the eastern, 
could hold but little colloquial intercourse together ; a Ge- 
noese would be absolutely unintelligible to both ; for, ac- 
cording to their proverb, " Language was the gift of God, 
but the Genoese dialect was the invention of the devil." 
In those rank dialects left to run to seed in their wild state, 
without any standard of literature, we hardly recognise the 
national idiom ; the Italian language sprung from one com- 
mon source — its maternal Latin ; but this we might not sus- 
pect should we decide solely by its dialects : and we may 
equally wonder how some of our own could ever have been 



DIALECTS. 161 

mangle i and distorted out of the fair dimensions of the Ian* 
guage cf £ngland. 

All who speak a dialect contract a particular intonation 
which, almost as much as any local words, betrays their 
soil ; these provincial tones are listened to from the cradle ; 
^ and, as all dialects are of great antiquity, this sounding of 
the voice has been bequeathed from generation to genera- 
tion!* It is sometimes a low muttering in the throat, a 
thick guttural like the Welsh, or a shrill nasal twang, or a 
cadence or chant ; centuries appear not to have varied the 
tone more than the vocable. The Romance of " Octavien 
Imperator," which was written possibly earlier than the 
reign of Henry VI., is in the Hampshire dialect nearly as 
it is spoken now. The speech of a Yorkshireman is ener-^ 
getically described by our ancient Trevisa. " It is so 
sharpe, slytting, frotyng, and unshape, that we sothem men 
maye unneth understond that language.** As we advance 
in the North, the tones of the people are described as 
" round and sonorous, broad opep vowels, and the richness 
and fulness of the diphthongs fill their mouths" with a firm, 
hardy speech. 

A striking contrast is observable among those who by 
their secluded position have held little intercourse with their 
neighbors, and have contracted an overweening estimation 
of themselves, and a provincial pride in their customs, 
manners, and language. Norfolk, surrounded on three 
sides by the sea, remains unaltered to this day, and still 
designate as " shiremen" all who are bom out of Norfolk, 
not without " some little expression of contempt." There 
is " a narrowness and tenuity in their pronunciation," such 

• In that very curious Logonomia jSnglica of the learned Alex- 
ander Gill — the father, for his son of the same name succeeded him 
as master of St. PauFs — we have the orthoepy of our dialects given 
with great exactness. This work was produeed about 1619, and we 
find the peculiar provincial pronunciation of the present day. A 
work so curious in the history of our vernacular tongue should not 
have been composed in Latin. Mr. Guest has carefully translated 
a judicious exXncX.'— History of English RhifthmSf ii.^ 2C^, 

14* 
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as we may fancy — for it is but fancy — would steal out 
of the lips of reserved, proudful men, and who, as their 
neighbors of SuiSblk run their common talk into strange 
inelancholy cadences, have characterized their peculiar in- 
tonation as " the Suflfolk whine !" In Derbyshire the pro- 
nunciation is broad, and they change the o into k. The 
Lancashire folk speak quick and curt, omit letters, or sound 
three or four words all together ; thus, / tiTOu' didd'n^ or / 
woudyedd'd, is a cacophony which stands for / %Dish ym 
would / When the editor of a Devonshire dialect found 
that it was aspersed as the most imcouth jargon in Eng- 
land, he appealed to the Lancashire,* 

But such vile rustic dissonance or mere balderdash con- 
cerns not our vernacular literature, though it seems that 
even such agrestic rubbish may have its utility in a provinr 
cial vocabulary ; for the glossary to the '< Exmoor language'' 
was drawn up for the use of lawyers on the western cir- 
cuit, who frequently mistook the evidence of a rustic wit- 
ness for want of an interpretation of his words. Some 
ludicrous misconceptions of equivocal terms, or some ridicu- 
lous phraseology, have been recorded in other counties, 
among the judges and the bar at a county assize. 

But it is among our provincial dialects that we discover 
pany beautiful archaisms, scattered remnants of our lan- 
guage, which ei^plain those obscurities of our more ancient 
writers, singularities of phrase, or lingual peculiarities, 
which have so often bewildered the most acute of our com- 
mentators. After all their voluminous research and their 
conjectural temerity, a villager in Devonshire or in Suffolk, 
Itnd, moye than either, the remoter native of the North 
Countree, with their common speech, might have recovered 
the baffled commentators from their agony. The correc- 

• The late Dr. Valpy told me that Mr. W^er, the orthoepist, 
had so intimate a knowledge of the provincial peculiarities of pro- 
nunciation, that in a private coarse of reading at Oxford with twelve 
nnder-graduates, he told each of them the respective place of their 
birth or early education. 
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tions of modem editors have ofter been discovered to be 
only ingenious corruptions of their own whenever the ori- 
ginal provincial idiom has started up. 

These provincial modes of speech have often actually 
preserved for us the origin of English phraseology, and 
enlightened the philologist in a path unexplored. In ono 
of the most original and most fanciful of the dramas of 
Ben Johnson, " The Sad Shepherd," the poet designed to 
appropriate a provincial dialect to the Witch Maudlin's 
family. He had consulted Lacy the comedian, who was 
a native of Yorkshire, respecting the northern phraseology. 
Unfortunately, this drama was never finished ; and the con- 
sequence is, that the dialects are incorrectly given, and are 
worsened by the orthography of the printer. Yet it was 
from this imperfect attempt to convey some notion of our 
dialects that Home Tooke was able to elucidate one of his 
grammatical discoveries, in regard to the conjunction if, 
which, from " The Sad Shepherd," is demonstrated to be 
anciently the imperative of the verb gif, or to give. Thus 
it was, by apparently very rude dialects, this famous philol- 
ogist was enabled to substantiate beyond doubt a significa- 
tion which had occurred to no one but himself.* 

A language in the progress of its refinement loses as 
well as gains in the amoimt of words, and the good fortune 
of expressive phrases. Some become equivocal by chan- 
ging their signification, and some fall obsolete, one cannot 
tell why, for custom or caprice arbitrates, guided by no law, 
and often with an unmusical ear. These discarded but 
faithful servants, now treated as outcasts, and not even sus- 
pected to have any habitation, are safely lodged in some of 
our dialects. As the people are faithful traditionists, re- 
peating the words of their forefathers, and are the longest 
to preserve their customs, they are the most certain anti- 
quaries ; and their oral knowledge and their ancient ob- 
servances often elucidate many an, archaiological obscurity, 

• Tooke's Diversions of Parley, p. 141. 
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Hence two remarkable consequences have been discovered 
in the history of our popular idioms ; many words and 
phrases used in the land of Cockney, now deemed not only 
Tulgar but ungrammatical, are in fact not corruptions of the 
native tongue, but the remains of what was anciently at 
different periods the established national dialect.* This 
transmitted language descended to the humbler classes, un« 
impaired and unaugmented, through a long line of ancestry. 
Again, it is often probable that the provincial word which 
in its pronunciation merely reverses the order of the letters, 
as now uttered, and which is only heard from the mouths 
of the people, may convey the original spoken sound, and 
be the genuine English. Are we quite sure that the pol- 
ishers may not often have been the corrupters of our lan- 
guage ? Nor let us be positive that the metropolitan taste 
has always fixed on the most felicitous or the most forcible 
of our idiomatic words or phrases, since we may discover 
some lingering among our provincial dialects which should 
never have been dismissed, and which claim to be restored. 
When Johnson compiled his Dictionary, he was not aware 
of the authentic antiquity of our dialectic terms and phrases. 
Our literary antiquities had not yet engaged the attention 
of general scholars. Provincialisms were not deemed by 
the legislator of our language legitimate words ; he did not 
recognise their primitive claims, nor their relative affinities, 
but ejected them as vagabonds. But words are not bar- 
barous nor obsolete because no longer used in our written 
composition, since some of the most exquisite and pictur- 
esque, which have ceased to enrich our writings, live in 
immortal pages. After the issue of Johnson's great labor, 
our national literature began to attract the studies of litera- 

• In << Anecdotes of the English Language, by Samuel Pegge,*' aa 
antiquary, who called himself « an old modern,'' the reader will find 
several curious exemplifications of the vulgar dialect, sometimes fan- 
ciflilly, but often satisfactorily ascertained. It is amusing to detect 
What we call vulgarisms composing the language of Chaucer and 
8hakspere, and even our Bibles and Liturgies. 
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ry men, who soon perceived how this neglected but exist* 
ing stock of idiomatic English in our provincialisms more 
certainly explained our elder writers in verse and prose. 
Amid the murmurs raised by the archaiologists, Ash at- 
tempted to supply the palpable deficiency of Johnson ; but 
the matter was too abundant, and his space too contracted. 
In vain he attempted his " supplement ;" all the counties 
in England seemed to rise against the luckless glossarist ; 
but notwithstanding its limited utility, his vocabulary was 
often preferred for its copiousness to the more elaborate 
Lexicon. The spirit of inquiry was now abroad after the 
" winged words ;" and ingenious persons, within these 
twenty years,* have produced a number of provincial glos- 

• Ray was the first who collected " Local Words, North Country 
and South and East Country.'' — <<The £xmoor Scolding and Court- 
ship'' are an authentic specimen of the Exmoor Language, The 
words were collected by a blind fiddler, and the dialogues were writ- 
ten by a clergyman with the fiddler's assistance, before 1725. We 
have a glossary of Lancashire words and phrases, contained in the 
humorous works of Tim Bobbin. Other county glossarists have ap- 
peared within the last fifteen years : — Brockett's " North Country 
Words;" "Sufiblk Words and Phrases," by Major Moor; Mr, 
Roger Wilbraham's " Attempt at a Glossary of Cheshire Words 5" 
Mr. Jennings* *' Dialed of the West of England^' particularly the 
Somersetshire Words ; Mr. Britton on those of Wiltshire ; and the 
Rev. Joseph Hunter has given "The Hallamshire Glossary," to 
which are appended *• Words used in Halifax^ by the Rev. John 
Watson," and also an addition to the Yorkshire words, by Thores- 
BY, the Leeds antiquary. 

An investigation of the origin, nature, and history of Dialects 
was proposed by the late Dr. Boucher for a complete Glossary of 
all the Dialects of the kingdom. But those precious stores, not only 
of the vocables but of the domestic history of England — its man- 
ners, occupations, amusements, diet, dress, buildings, and other mis- 
cellaneous topics — rich in all the affluence of the laborious readings 
of more years than the siege of Troy, was but bread cast away on 
the waters, and was never given to the public for want of public 
support. After the author's death two eminent editors zealously re- 
sumed the work, which was already prepared ; but the public re. 
mained so Utile instructed of its value, it suddenly ceased I Works 



166 siAi.ECTa. 

Baries ; but several are still wanting, particularly those of 
Kent, and Sussex, and Hampshire. All these glossaries 
collected together might form a provincial Jiexicon mark- 
ing each county. A few might be allowed to enter into 
the great dictionary of the English language ; but that 
would not be their safest place, for they would then lie at 
the mercy of successive editors, who would not always dis- 
cern a precious archaism amid the baseness and corruption 
of language. The origin, the nature, and the history of 
our provincial idioms, have yet never been investigated, 
though the subject, freed from its mere barbarisms, opens 
a diversified field to the philosopher, the antiquary, and the 
philologist. 

Grose, who wrote in 1285, notices the state of those 
counties which were remote from the metropolis, or which 
had no immediate intercourse with it before " newspapers 
and stage-coaches imported skepticism, and made every 
ploughman and thresher a politician and a freethinker." 
The accelerated intercourse of the people has long passed 
beyond the diurnal folio and the evanescent stage-coach, 
and in a century of railroads and national schools the pro- 
vincial glossary will finaUy vanish away. 

of national utility should be consecrated as national property, and 
means should be always ready to avert such a calamity to the litera- 
ture of England, and to the information of Englishmen, as was the 
suppression of the labors of Bi>uch£b. 
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MANDEVILLE ; OUR FIRST TRAVELLER. 

Mandeville was the Bruce of the fourteenth century, 
as often calumniated and even ridiculed. The most ingen- 
uous of voyagers has been condemned as an idle fabulist ; 
the most cautious, as credulous to fatuity ; and the volume 
of a genuine writer, which has been translated into every 
European language, has been formally ejected from the 
collection of authentic travels. His truest vindication will 
be found by comprehending him ; and to be acquainted 
with his character, we must seek for him in his own age. 

At a period when Europe could hardly boast of three 
leisurely wayfarers stealing over the face of the imiverse ; 
when the Orient still remained but a Land of Faery, and 
" the map of the world " was yet unfinished ; at a time 
when it required a whole life to traverse a space which 
three years might now terminate, Sir John Mandeville set 
forth to enter unheard-of regions. Returning home, after 
an absence of more than thirty years, he discovered a 
" mervayle" strange as those which he loved to record — 
that he was utterly forgotten by his friends ! 

He had returned "maugre himself," for four-and-thirty 
years had not satiated his curiosity ; his noble career had 
submitted to ordinary infirmities — to gout and the aching 
of his limbs ; these he lamentably tells, had " defined the 
end of my labor against my will, God knoweth !" The 
knight in this pilgrimage of life seems to have contracted 
a duty with God, that while he had breath he should pere- 
grinate, and, having nothing to do at home, be honorable in 
his generation by his enterprise over the whole earth. And 
earnestly he prays " to all the readers and hearers of my 
book" (for " hearers" were then more numerous than 
" readers"), " to say for him a Pater-Noster with an Ave" 
Maria.'* He wrote for " solace in his wretched rest ;" but 
the old passion, the devotion of his soul, finally triumphed 
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over all arthritic pangs. The globe evidently was his trae 
home ; and thus Liege, and not London, received the bones 
of an unwearied traveller, whose thoughts were ever pas- 
sing beyond the equator. 

With us, to whom an excursion to " the Londe of Pro- 
myssioun or of Behest" has sometimes arisen out of a 
morning engagement — we who, impelled by steam, go 
" whither we Ust," with those billets which might serve as 
letters of recommendation in the Steppes of Tartary, — we 
may wonder how our knight, who would not win his way 
by the arts of commerce, like his predecessor Marco Polo, 
bore up his chivalry ; for in his traversing he had nothing 
to offer but his honorable sword, and probably his medical 
science, which might be sometimes as perilous. But diffi- 
culties insuperable to us, could not enter into the emotions, 
nor were they the accidents which impeded the traveller, 
who " on the day of St. Michael, in the year of our Lord 
1322, passed the sea, and went the way to Hierusalem, and 
to behold the mervayles of Inde." A deep religious emo- 
tion, an obscure indefinite curiosity, and a courageous de- 
cision to wander wherever the step of man could press on 
the globe, to tell the world " the mervayles" it unconsciously 
holds within its orb, were the inspirations of a journey 
which stood next in solemnity to a departure to the world 
of spirits. Sir John had prepared himself, foi^e was 
learned not only in languages, but in authentic romance, 
and in romantic history ; and he honestly resolved to tell 
all " the mervayles" which he had seen, and those which 
he had not ; and these last were not the least. 

Sir John Mandeville's probity remains unimpeached; 
for the accuracy of whatever he relates from his own per- 
sonal observations has been confirmed by subsequent trav- 
ellers. On his return to Europe he hastened to Rome to 
submit his book to the Pope, and to " his wise council," and 
" those learned men of all nations who dwell at that court." 
The volume was critically reviewed; and his holiness 
"ratified and confirmed my book in all points," by referring 
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to an account in Latin ; this account was probably written 
by some missionary ; Rubriquis had been despatched on 
an unsuccessful mission to Christianize the great khan of 
Tartary in 1230 ; or it was the writings of Marco Polo, 
which could not be imknown at Rome. In that day all 
real information was consigned to the fugitive manuscript, 
partially known, and often subject to the interpolations and 
capricious alterations of its possessor, and what sometimes 
occurred, to the silent plagiarisms of other writers — of 
which even Mandeville himself has been suspected. 

The Pope decreed that not only all that Mandeville 
related was veracious, but that the Latin book which his 
holiness possessed, contained much more, and whence 
the Mappa Mundi had been made. Indeed Mandeville has 
himself told us that he wrote only from his recollections 
as they ** would come into his mind ; these necessarily 
were often broken and obscure. Some " mervayles " re- 
mained unrecorded, and hereafter were to be " more plainly 
told ;" but I fear these are lost for us. 

In this " true" book, we find many things very untrue, 
but we may doubt whether any in that day were as posi- 
tive in this opinion. The author himself designed no im- 
position on his readers ; he tells us what he believed ; part 
of which he had seen and the rest he had heard, and some- 
times had transcribed from sources deemed by him authen- 
tic. Who can suspect the knight of spotless honor, and 
whose piety would not relinquish his Ave-Marias for a do- 
minion ? Having fought during two years under the ensign 
of the Sultan of Egypt, and being offered in marriage the 
Sultan's daughter and a province, he refused both when 
his Christianity was to be exchange for Mahometanism. 

This was a period when the marvellous never weakened 
the authenticity of a tale. The mighty tome of Pliny, that 
awful repository of all the errors of antiquity, and other 
writers of equal name, detail prodigies and legends, and so 
do the Fathers. Who would not have rejoiced to transcribe 
Pliny or St. Austen ? Who imagined that all the delecta- 

VoL. I.— 15 
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able adventures of the romances, over which they passed 
many a dreamy day, with the very names of the personages 
and the very places where they occurred, were sdely 
chimeras of the brain 1 The learned Mandeville was evi* 
dently not one of these skeptics ; for he observes, that " the 
trees of the sun and the moon are well known to have 
spoken to King Alisaundre, and warned him of his death." 
The unquestioned fact is in that famed romance ; and 
others might be referred to if we required additional author- 
ity. I have read of these talking trees of the sun and 
moon, in Guarino detto il Meschino, who lived a year among 
them to learn his own genealogy, and then was graceless 
enough to laugh at these timber-oracles. Mandeville for- 
got not in the island of Lango, not distant from Crete, the 
legend of the unfortunate " Lady of the Land," who re- 
mained a dragoness, because no one had the hardihood to 
kiss her lips to disenchant her. He tells likewise of the 
Faery Lady who guarded the sparrow-hawk ; whoever vien- 
tured to assist that lady during three days and nights, was 
rewarded by the boon of having whatever he wished. A 
king who, not wanting anything, had the audacity to wish 
to have the lady herself, was fairly warned that he did not 
know what he asked, as happens to the reckless ; but per- 
sisting in his absolute will, he incurred the curse of per- 
petual war to the last of his race ! ^ 

We trace such tales among the romances, with all their 
circumstances ; and some may have reached the listener 
from the Arabian tale-teller. The monsters he describes 
Mandeville never invented ; these, human and animal, he 
gave as some of his predecessors had done, from Pliny, or 
JSlian, or Ctesias,* who have sent them down to be en- 

* Ctesias, a physician in high repute at the Persian court, and 
often referred to by Diodorus. He has been universally condemned 
as a fabulous writer, to which charge his descriptions of some ani- 
mals was liable. But a naturalist of the highest order, the famous 
CuviER, has perhaps done an act of justice to this fabricator of ani- 
mals. Ctesias reported the mythological creations which he had wit* 
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gimven in the Great Nuremberg Chronicle, and adorned in 
^e immortal page of Shakspere. Marco Polo had noticed 
that portentous bird which could lift an elephant by its 
claws ; he does not tell us that he had seen any bird of 
this wing, but we all know where it is to be found — in the 
Arabian Tales ! Sir Thomas Browne accuses Mandeville 
of confirming the fabulous accounts of India by Gtesias ; but, 
in truth, our knight does not '< confirm these refuted no- 
tions of antiquity ;" he only repeats them, with the prelude 
of " men seyn." No one was more honest than Mande- 
YiUe, for when he had to describe the locality of paradise, 
he fairly acknowledges that " he cannot speak of it proper- 
ly, for I was not there ; it is far beyond, but as I have ?ieixrd 
say of wise men, it is on the highest part of the earth, nigh 
to the circle of the moon." However, he has contrived to 
describe the wall, which is not of stone, but of moss, with 
but a single entrance, " closed with brennynge frye ;" and 
though no mortal could enter, yet it was known that there 
was a well in paradise, whence flowed the four floods that 
run through the earth. " Wise men," he tells us, said this ; 
some of these " wise men" were the Rabbins ; and three 
centuries afterward, the accounts of paradise by a finer ge- 
jiius than Mandeville, the illustrous Rawleigh, remained 
much the same. 

To explain some of these incredible incidents which oc- 
curred to the author himself, might exercise some critical 
ingenuity. Mandeville's adventure in " the Valley Peril- 
ous," when he saw the deviPs head with eyes of fiame, 
great plenty of gold and silver which he was too frighten- 
ed to touch, and, moreover, a multitude of dead bodies, as if 
a battle had been fought there, might probably he resolved 
into some volcanic eruption, the rest supplied by his own 
horrifying imagination ; for he tells with great simplicity, 

nessed in hieroglyphical representations as actual living animals. It 
is glorious to remove from the darkened name of a writer, unjustly 
condemned, the obloquy of two thousand years. — Thwr^ of tht 
JEarih, translated by Professor Jameson, 76. 
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** I was more devoiit then than ever I was before or after, 
and all for the dread of fiends that / saw in divers figures ;" 
that b, at the shapes of the disparted rocks. The travellers 
were beaten down by tempests, winds, and thunder, which 
raged in this pent-up vale. As he marks the locality, the 
•pot may yet be ascertained. 

There was no imposition practised in all such legends ; 
it is we who are startled by the supernatural in a personal 
narrative ; but in the fourteenth century the more wonder- 
ful the tale, the more authentic it appeared, as it sunk into 
the softest and richest moulds of the most germinating im- 
agination. The readers, or the hearers, were as well pre- 
pared to believe, as the writers prompt to gather up, their 
fictions. Collections of " Mirabilia Mundi," " Wonders,*' 
were a fashionable title applied to any single country, as 
well as to the world — to England, or Ireland, to the Holy 
Land, or the Indies. The " Mirabilia" might be the run- 
ning title for a whole system of geography. The age of 
imagination has long been unfurnished of all its ingenious 
garniture, and yet we still catch at some evanescent hoiir 
of fancy susceptible of those ancient delights. We have 
lost something for which we have no substitute. Would 
not the modem novelist rejoice in the privilege of inter* 
mingling supernatural inventions to break the level of his 
every-day incidents and his trivial passions so soon forgot^ 
ten ? But that glowing day has set, leaving none of its 
ethereal hues in our cold twilight. Mandeville may still 
be read for those wild arabesques which so long unjustly 
proved fatal to his authentic narrative. His simplicity often 
warrants its truth ; he assures us that Jerusalem is placed 
in the middle of the earth, because when he stuck his staff 
in the ground, exactly at noon, it cast no shadow ; and 
having ascertained the spherical form of the globe, he mar- 
vels how the antipodes, whose feet are right upward tow- 
ard us, yet do not fall into the firmament! When he 
describes the elegant ornaments of " a vine made of gold 
that goeth all about the hall, with many bunches of grapes. 
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same white, and the red made of rubies," he tells what he 
had seen in some divan ; but when he records that " the 
emperor hath in his chamber a pillar of gold, in which is 
a ruby and carbuncle a foot long, which lighteth all his 
chamber by night," it may be questioned whether this car- 
buncle be anything more than an Arabian fancy, a tale to 
which he had listened. Some of his ocular marvels have 
been confirmed by no questionable authority. Mandeville's 
description of a magical exhibition before the Khan of Tar« 
tary is a remarkable instance of the strange optical iUu- 
sions of the scenical art, and the adroitness of the Indian 
jugglers — a similar scene appears in a recent version of 
the autobiography of the Emperor Akber. What seemed 
the spells of magic to the Europeans of that age, and of 
which some marvellous descriptions were brought to Eu« 
rope by the crusaders or the pilgrims, and embellished the 
romances, our exquisite masques and our grand panto- 
mimes have realized. Three centuries were to elapse ere 
the court of England could rival the necromancy of the 
court of Tartary. 

Mandeville first composed his travels in the Latin lan- 
guage, which he afterward translated into French, and 
lastly out of French into English, that " every man of my 
nation may understand it." We see the progressive esti- 
mation of the languages by this curious statement which 
Mandeville has himself given. The author first secured 
the existence of his work in a language familiar to the 
whole European world ; the French was addressed to the 
politer circles of society ; and the last language the author 
cared about was the vernacular idiom, which, at that time 
the least regarded, required all the patriotism of the writer 
in this devotion of his pen. 

Copies of these travels were multiplied till they almost 
equalled in number those of the Scriptures ; now we may 
smile at the " mervayles" of the fourteenth century, and of 
Mandeville, but it was the spirit of these intrepid and cred- 
ulous minds which has marched us through the universe. 

15* 
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To these cliildrea of imagination perhaps we owe the cir- 
cumnavigation of the globe and the miiyersal intercourse 
of nations.* 

* Of modern editions of Mandeville's Travels in England, that of 
1725, printed by Bowyer, is a large octavo. There are numerous 
manuscripts of Mandeville in existence. An edition collated might 
discover either omissions or interpolations. This might serve as the 
labor of an amateur. Mandeville has not had the fortune of his 
predecessor Marco Polo^ to have met with a Marsden^ learned in 
geographical and literary illustration. 

Long subsequently to the time that this article was written, this 
edition of 1725 has been reprinted, with the advantage of a biblio- 
graphical introduction by Mr. HalliweU, and a collation of texts. 
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CHAUCER. 

In the chronology of our poetical collectors, Gower takes 
precedence of Chaucer unjustly, for Chaucer had composed 
many of his works in the only language which he has writ- 
ten before the elder claimed the honors of an English ver- 
nacular poet, and, probably, then only emulating the success 
of him who first set the glorious example. Nor less in the 
rank of poetry must Chaucer hold the precedence. The 
first true English poet is Chaucer ; and notwithstanding 
that the rhythmical cadences of his unequal metre are 
now lost for us, Chaucer is the first modeller of the heroic 
couplet and other varieties of English versification. By 
the felicity of his poetic character, Chaucer was, not only 
the parent, but the master, of those two schools of poetry 
which still divide its votaries by an idle rivalry, and which 
have been traced, like our architecture, the one to a Gothic 
origin, and the other to a classical model. 

The personal history of Chaucer, poetical and political, 
might have been susceptible of considerable development 
had the poet himself written it, for his biographers had no 
life to record. Speght, one of the early editors, in the 
good method of that day, having set down a variety of 
heads, including all that we might wish to know of any 
man, when this methodizer of commonplaces came to fill 
up these well-planned divisions concerning Chaucer, he 
could only disprove what was accepted, and supply only 
what is uncertain. The life of Chaucer by Godwin is a 
theoretical life, and, as much as relates to Chaucer him- 
self, a single fatal fact, when all was finished, dispersed 
the baseless vision.* The whole rested on the unauthen- 

• After Godwin had sent to press liis biography of Chancer, a de- 
position on the poet's age in the Herald's College detected the whole 
erroneous arrangement : as the edifice so ingenio\isl^ coYtfAroicXQiYAl^ 
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ticated and contradictory statements of Leland, who, wri- 
ting a century after the times of Chaucer, hastily collected 
unsubstantial traditions, and, what was less pardonable in 
Leland, fell into some anachronisms. j 

This defective chronology in the life of the poet has in* 
Tolved the more important subject of the chronology of his 
works. Posterity may be little concerned in the dates of 
his birth and his burial — his unknown parentage — his 
descriptive name — and, above all, his suspicious shield, 
which the heralds opined must have been blazoned out of 
the twenty-seventh and twenty-eighth propositions of the 
first book of Euclid, from the poet's love of geometry, or, 
more obviously, from having no coat-of-arms to show of 
" far more ancient antiquity." But posterity would have 
been interested in the history of the genius of Chaucer, 
who having long paced in a lengthened circuit of verbal 
Torsion and servile imitation, passed through some remark* 
able transitions ; kindling the cold ashes of translation into 
the fire of invention ; from cloudy allegory breaking forth into 
the sunshine of the loveliest landscape-painting ; and from 
the amatory romance gliding into that vein of humor and 
satire which in his old age poured forth a new creation* 
All this he might himself have told, or Gower might have 
revealed, had the elder bard who lauded the lays and " dit* 
ties" of the youth of " the Clerk of Venus" loved him 
as well in his old age. But elegant literature, as distin* 
guished from scholastic, was then without price or reward. 

fallen on the aerial architect, he alleged truly that the deposition 
*' contradicted the received accounts of all the biographers ;" in fact, 
ttey had repeated original misstatements. The appendix therefore 
to the history of this modern biographer stands as a perpetual wit- 
ness against its authenticity ; — there are some historians to which 
^ appendix might prove to be as fatal. In this dilemma, our bold 
sophist was "absurd and uncharitable enough" to add one more 
conjecture to his Life of Chaucer — that "the poet, from a motive 
of vanity, had been induced to state on oath that he was about forty, 
when, in truth, he was fifty-eightl"— irti)pz>fcy'4 Chapters on Earif 
English Literature, 85. 
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Tlie few men of genius who have written at this early pe« 
nod are only known to us by their writings, and probably 
were more known to their contemporaries by the station 
which they may have occupied, than by that which they 
maintain with posterity. 

By royal patents and grants to the poet, we trace hLi 
early life at court, his various appointments, and his hon- 
orable missions to Genoa and to France — we must not add 
as confidently his visit to Petrarch. 

Chaucer, in his political life, was bound up with the party 
of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster ; and, by a conge- 
nial spirit, with the novel doctrines of his friend Dr. Wick- 
lifTe. The sister of his lady finally became the third dutch- 
ess of Lancaster, and the family alliance strengthened the 
political bond. How the Lancastrian exploded in the poet, 
something we know, but little we comprehend ; and those 
who have attempted to lift the veil have not congratulated 
themselves on their success. The poet himself has not 
intrusted his secret to posterity, except, as is usual with 
poets, by eloquent lamentations. The exposition of a 
political transaction is never without some valued results ; 
and though deprived of names and dates, we are not with- 
out some dim lights ; the palpable truth may not be obvi- 
ous, but it may happen that we may stumble on it. 

Chaucer himself has stated, " In my youth I was drawn 
in to be assenting to certain conjurations and other great 
matters of ruling of citizenry and those things that have been 
my drawers-in and exciters in the matters so painted and 
colored, that Jlrst to me seemed then noble and glorious for 
all the people.''* 

Here the tale is plain, for this is the language of one 
who early in life had engaged in some popular scheme, 
and these early indications of the temper of the Wick- 
liffite or the Lancastrian, or both, had subsequently led to 
some more perilous attempts. They were like all reforms, 
something " noble and glorious for the people," and as 
sometimes happens among reformers, what at first appeared 
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to promise so well, ended in disappointment and ** penance 
in a dark prison." 

The locality of this patriotic act was the city of Lon- 
don. He alludes to " free elections by great clamors of 
much people, for great disease of misgovemment in the 
hands of " torcentious citizensJ'* When the fatal day arrived 
that he openly joined with a party for " the people against 
those citizens whom he has so awfully denounced, it is 
evident, though we have no means to discriminate factions, 
in an age of factions,* that he and his " conjurers" discov- 
ered that " all the people" were not of one mind. This 
votary or this victim of reform suddenly flings his contempt 
at " the hatred of the mighty senators of London or of its 
commonalty," and closes with a painful remembrance of 
" the janglings of the sheepy people /" The style of Chaucer 
bears the stamp of passionate emotions ; words of dimen- 
sion or of pointed sarcasm. The " torcentious citizens" is 
an awful bolt, and " the sheepy people" is sufficiently pic- 
turesque. 

In dismay the whole party took flight. Chaucer, in Zea- 
land, exhausted his means to supply the wants of his 
political associates, till he himself found that even the 
partnership of common misery does not always preserve 
men from ingratitude. Returning home, potent persecutors 
cast him into a dungeon. Was the Duke of ^^«ancaster 
absent, or the Duke of Gloucester in power 1 Let us ob^ 

• It has been alleged by more than one writer, that this mysterioiiB 
affair relates to the election for the njayorally of John of Northamp- 
ton, a Wickliffite and a Lancastrian. But Mr. Turner, whose re- 
searches are on a more extended scale than any of his predecessors, 
truly observes that — *' There are other periods beside the one usually 
selected to which the personal evils which Chaucer complains of arc 
applicable." — ffM^ of Englandy y., 296 It is as likely to hav« 
occurred when Nicholas Brambre, a confidential partisan of govem- 
nent in the city, appointed to the mayoralty by his party, caught 
*' the Freemen" by ambushes of armed men, and turned the Guild- 
hall into a fortress. At such a time " Free elections" might have 
been considered by Chaucer as something ^' noble and glorious for 
all the people." 
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8er¥e that in all these dark events, the loyalty of the poet 
is never impeached ; for Chaucer enjoyed without intermp- 
tion the favor of hoth his sovereigns, Edward III. and 
Richard II. ; and we discover that once when dismissed 
from office, Richard allowed him to serve by deputy, which 
was evidence that Chaucer had never been dismissed by 
the king himself. The whole transaction, whatever it was, 
was a political movement between two factions. Chaucer 
indeed pleads that whatever he had done was under the 
control of others ; himself being but " the servant of his 
sovereign." At that period the factions in the state were 
more potent than the monarch. In the convulsive admin- 
istration of a youthful prince, they who oppose the court 
are not necessarily opposing the sovereign. 

It was behind the bars of a gloomy window in the Tower, 
where " every hour appeared to be a hundred winters,** 
that Chaucer, recent from exile, and sore from persecution, 
.was reminded of a work popular in those days, and which 
had been composed in a dungeon — " The Consolations of 
Philosophy," by Boethius — and which he himself had for- 
merly translated. He composed his Testament of I^ve, 
substituting for the severity of an abstract being the more 
genial inspiration of love itself. But the fiction was a 
reality, and the griefs were deeper than the fancies. In 
this chronicle of the heart the poet moans over " the deli- 
cious hours he was wont to enjoy," of his " richesse," and 
now of his destitution — the vain regret of his abused con- 
fidence — the treachery of all that " simimer-brood" who 
never approach the lost friend in " the winter hour" of an 
iron solitude. The poet energetically describes his con- 
dition ; there he sate " witless, thoughtful ; and sightless, 
looking." This work the poet has composed in prose ; but 
in the leisure of a prison the diction became more poetical 
in thouorhts and in words than the language at that time had 
yet attained to, and for tl\pse who read the black letter, it 
still retains its impressive eloquence. 

But this apology which Chaucer has left of his conduct 
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in this political transaction has inctmred a fatal censure. 
** Never," observes Mr. Campbell, " was an obscure affair 
conveyed in a more obscure apology." His political in- 
tegrity has been freely suspected. Chaucer has even been 
struck by the brilliant arrow of the Viscount de Chateau- 
briand. " Courtisan, Lancastrien, Wickliffist, infiddle a ses 
convictions, traitre ^ son parti, tant6t voyageur, tantot en 
faveur, tant6t en disgrace." No! thou eloquent Gaul! 
Chaucer never was out of favor, however he may have 
been more than once dismissed from his office ; nor can 
we know whether the poet was ever " infidele k ses con- 
victions." 

Obscure must ever remain the tale of justification in a 
political transaction which terminated on the part of the 
apologist by revealing " disclosures for the peace of the 
kingdom," denied by those whom they implicated, though 
their truth was offered to be maintained by the accuser, in 
the custom of the times, by single combat ; and by confes- 
sions which acknowledge errors of judgment, but not of in- 
tention ; and by penitence, which if the patriot designed 
what was " glorious to all the people," he should never 
have repented of 

This obscure apology conceals the agony of conflicting 
emotions — indignation at ungrateful associates, and a base 
desertion of ancient friends, who were plotting againftt him. 
Whether Chaucer was desirous of burying in obscurity a 
"Story of torturous details, or one too involved in confused 
motives for any man to tell with the precision of a simple 
statement, we know of no evidence which can enable us 
to decide with any certainty on an affair which no one 
pretends to understand. Chaucer might have been the 
scapegoat of the sovereign, or the champion of the people. 
We can rather decide on his calamity than his conduct. 
Many are the causes which may dissolve the bonds of 
faithless " conjurations ;" and it is not always he who 
abandons a party who is to be criminated by political ter- 
giversation. 
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The circumstances of Chaucer's life had combined with 
his versatile powers. He had mingled with the woild'a 
afiairs both at home and abroad : accomplished in manners, 
and intimately connected with a splendid court, Chaucet 
was at once the philosopher who had surveyed mankind in 
their widest sphere, the poet who haunted the solitudes of na- 
ture, and the elegant courtier whose opulent tastes are oflen 
discovered in the graceful pomp of his descriptions. It 
was no inferior combination of observation and sympathy 
which could bring together in one company the many-col- 
ored conditions and professions of society, delineated with 
pictorial force, and dramatized by poetic conception, reflect- 
ing themselves in the tale which seemed most congruous 
to their humors. The perfect identity of these assembled 
characters, after the lapse of near five centuries, makes us 
familiar with the domestic habits and modes of thinking of 
a most interesting period in our country, not inspected by 
the narrow details of the antiquarian microscope, but in the 
broad mirror reflecting that truth or satire which alone could 
have discriminated the passions, the pursuits, and the foi- 
bles of society. Thus the painter of nature, who caught 
the glow of her skies and her earth in his landscape, was 
also the miniature portrayer of human likenesses. When 
Chaucer wrote, the classics of antiquity were imperfectly 
known in this country — the Grecian muse had never 
reached our shores ; this was, probably, favorable to the 
native freedom of Chaucer. The English poet might have 
lost his raciness by a cold imitation of the Latin masters ; 
amon the Italians, Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio, Chau- 
cer found only models to emulate or to surpass. Hence 
the English bard indulged that more congenial abundance 
of thoughts and images which owns no other rule than the 
pleasure it yields in the profusion of nature and fancy. A 
great poet may not be the less Homeric because he has 

never read Homer. 

Nature in her distinct forms lies open before this poet- 
painter ; his creative eye pursued her through all her mu- 

VoL. I.— 16 
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lability, but in his details he was a close copier. In his 
rural scenery there is a freshness in its luxuriance ; for his 
impressions were stamped by their locality. This locality 
is so remarkable, that Pope had a notion, which he said no 
one else had observed, that Chaucer always described real 
places to compliment the owners of particular gardens and 
fine buildings. Let us join him in his walks — 

** When that the misty vapor was agone. 
And clear aud fair was the morning, 
The dews, like silver, shining 
Upon the leaves." 

The flowers sparkle in " their divers hues" — he sometimes 
counts their colors, — white, blue, yellow, and red" — on 
their stalks, spreading their leaves in breadth against the 
sun, gold-burnt. His grass is " so small, so thick, so fresh 
of hue." The poet goes by a river whose water is " clear 
as beryl or crystal ;" turning into " a little way toward a 
park in compass round, and by a small gate. 

" Whoso that would freely might gone [go] 
Into this Park walled with green stone." 

The owner of that park, probably, was startled when he 
came to " the little way," and to " the small gate." This 
was either the park of some great personage, or possibly 
Woodstock Park, where stood a stone lodge, so long known 
by the name of " Chaucer's house," that in the da)rs of 
£lizabeth it was still described as such in the royal grant 
If poets have rarely built houses, at least their names have 
consecrated many. 

« Grarden upon a river in a green mead ; 
The gravel gold, the water pure as glass," 

and " the eglantine and sycamore arbor, so thickly woven, 
where the priers who stood without all day could not dis- 
cover whether any one was within," was assuredly some 
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particular garden. The stately grove lias all the charac- 
ters of its trees — the oak, the ash, and the fir— * to " the 
fresh hawthorn/' 

^< Which in white motley that so swote doth smeU.'^ 

In all these lovely scenes there was a delicious sense of 
joyous existence ; the inmates of the forest burst forth, 
from " the little conies, the beasts of gentle kind," to " the 
dreadful roe and the buck," and from their green leaves they 
who " with voice of angels" entranced the poet musician— 

** So loud they sang that all the wood^s rung 
Like as it should shiver in pieces small. 
And as methought that the Nightingale 
"With 80 great might her voice out-wrest, 
Kight as her heart for love would brest [burst]/' 

So true is the accidental remark of the celebrated Charles 
Fox, that " of all poets Chaucer seems to have been the 
fondest of the singing of birds." These were the peculiar 
delights in the poetic habits of Chaucer, who was an early 
riser, and often mused on many a rondel in gardens, and 
meads, and woods, at earliest dawn. This poet's sun- 
risings are the most exhilarating in our poetry. 

We may doubt if the vernal scenes of Chaucer can be 
partaken by his more chilly posterity. Did England in the 
seasons of Chaucer flourish with a more genial May and a 
more refulgent June ? Or should we suspect that the trav- 
elled poet clothed our soil with the luxuriance of Provengal 
fancy, and borrowed the clear azure of Italy to soften the 
British roughness even of our skies ? 

Tyrwhit, the able commentator of Chaucer, has thrown 
out an incidental remark, which seems equally refined and 
true. " Chaucer in his serious pieces often follows his 
author with the severity of a mere translator ; and in con- 
sequence his narration is jejune and constrained (as oflen 
appears in the Romaunt of the Rose and his translations of 
Dante), whereas in the comic he is generally satis^^^ ntcSsi 
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Ixmrowing a slight hint of his subject, which he varies, en- 
larges, and embellishes at pleasure, and gives the whole 
the air and color of an original ; a sure sign that his genius 
rather led him to compositions of the latter kind." 

This remark is an instance of critical sagacity. The 
creative faculty in Chaucer had not broken forth in his 
translations, which evidently were his earliest writfngs. 
The native bent of his genius, the hilarity of his temper, 
betrays itself by playful strokes of raillery and concealed 
satire when least expected. His fine irony may have 
sometimes left his commendations, or even the objects of 
his admiration, in a very ambiguous condition. The learned 
editor of the second part of the Paston Letters hence has 
been induced to infer, that the spirit of chivalry, from the 
reign of the third Edward, had entirely declined, and only 
existed in the forms of conventional and fashionable soci- 
ety, and had sunk into a mere foppery, a system of forms 
and etiquettes, because Chaucer, a court-poet, treats with 
irony the chivalric manners. Whether this ingenious infer- 
ence will hold with literary antiquaries, I will not decide ; 
but I am inclined to suspect that Chaucer's indulgence of 
his taste for irony was not in the mind of this learned 
editor. Our poet has stamped with his immortal ridicule 
the tale told in his own person — " the Rime of Sir Tho- 
pas," which is considered as a burlesque of the metrical 
romances. In those days there was an inundation of these 
romances, as " the thirst and himger" of the present is 
accommodated with as spurious a brood. We have our 
" drafty prose" as they had their " drafty riming." But 
shall we infer from this ludicrous effusion of the great poet, 
that he held so light the venerable fablers, the ancient ro- 
mancers, with whose " better parts" he had nourished Ms 
own genius ? This is his own confession. Often in his 
* years of grief, when the poet wondered 

** How he lived, for day ne night, 
I may not sleep — 
Sitting upright in my bed," 
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then it was that he prescribed for his '' secret sorrows" 
that medicine which, '< drunk deeply," makes us forget 
ourselves. In those hours the poet 

'^Bade one reach me a Boke, 
A Romance, and he it me took 
To read, and drive the Night away ; 
For methought it better play 
Than play either at Chess or Tables.'' 

And assuredly Chaucer found many passages in the old 
fablers not less entrancing than some of his own. Oiur 
poet indulged this vein of playful irony on persons as well 
as on things. A sly panegeric, sufficiently ambiguous for us 
to accept as a refined stroke, we find on the abstruse and 
interminable question of predestination ; on which the 
Nonne's Priest declares, 

^* But I ne cannot bouU it to the bren^ 
As can the holy doctor Augustin, 
Or Broeo6, or the Bishop Bradwardin,^* 

As this bishop, afterward Archbishop of Canterbury, 
was the first who treated theology on mathematical princi- 
ples, and likewise wrote on the Quadrature of the Circle, 
we may presume " Bishop Bradwardin" rather perplexed 
the poet. Chaucer discovers his ironical manner when 
gravely stating the different theories of dreaming, — 

^^ ■■ ■ ■ What caitseth Saevenes* 
On the morrow or on evens ?'^ 

he playfully concludes, and modem philosophy could no 
better assist the inquiry, — 

*< Whoso of these Miradea 

The causes know betf than I 

Define he, for I certainly 

Ne can them not, ne never thinke 

To busie my witte for to swinke 

To know why this is more than that is, 

• Dreams. t Better. 
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Well worths of this thing Clerks, 
That treaten of this and of other werk6s, 
For I, of none opinion 
NU." 

It is with the same pleasantry he avoids all common- 
place descriptions, by playftdly suggesting his pretended 
unskilfulness for the detail, or his want of learning, — 

" Me list not of the ohaf, ne of the stre, 
Maken so long a tale, as of the com." 

Man of Law^t Tak, 

Yet humor and irony are not his only excellences, for 
those who study Chaucer know that this great poet has 
thoughts that dissolve in tenderness ; no one has more 
skilfully touched the more hidden springs of the heart. 

The Herculean labor of Chaucer was the creation of a 
new style. In this he was as fortunate as he was likewise 
unhappy. He mingled with the native rudeness of our 
English words of Provengal fancy, and some of French 
and of Latin growth. He banished the superannuated and 
the uncouth, and softened the churlish nature of our hard 
Anglo-Saxon; but the poet had nearly endangered the 
novel diction when his artificial pedantry assumed what 
he called "the ornate style" in "the Romaunt of the Rose,'' 
and in his " Troilus and Cressida." This "ornate style** 
introduced sesquipedalian Latinisms, words of immense 
dimensions, that could not hide their vacuity of thought. 
Chaucer seems deserted by his genius when " the ornate 
style" betrays his pangs and his anxiety. As the error of 
a fine genius becomes the error of many, because mon- 
strous protuberances may be copied, while the softened 
lines of beauty remain inimitable, this " ornate style" cor- 
rupted inferior writers, who, losing all relish of the natural 
feeling and graceful simplicity of their master, filled their 
verse with noise and nonsense. This vicious style, a cen- 
tury afterward, was resumed by Stephen Hawes. We 
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have however a glorioua evidence, amid the struggle both 
with a new and with a false style, of Chaucer's native good 
taste ; he iSnally wholly abandoned this artificial diction ; 
and his later productions, no longer disfigured by such tor- 
tured phrases and such remote words, awaken our S3nnpa- 
thy in the familiar language of life and passion. 

Tyrwhit has ingeniously constructed a metrical system 
to arrange the versification to the ear of a modem reader ; 
by this contrivance he would have removed all obstructions 
in the pronunciation and in the syllabic quantities. He 
maintained that the lines were regular decasyllabics. But 
who can read this poet for any length, even the Canterbury 
Tales in the elaborated text of Tyrwhit, without being re* 
minded of its fallacy 1 Even the e final, on which our 
critic has laid such stress, though often sounded, assuredly 
is sometimes mute. Dan Chaucer makes at his pleasure 
words long or short, and dissyllabic or trissyllabic ; and 
this he has himself told us — 

^< But for the rime is Ught and lewde. 
Yet make it somewhat agreablet 
Though some verse fail in a syll&ble.'' 

Our critic was of^en puzzled by his own ingenuity, for 
in some inveterate cases he has thrown out in despair an 
observation that " a reader who cannot perform such ope- 
rations for himself (that is, helping out the metre) had bet- 
ter not trouble his head about the versification of our ancient 
authors." The verse of Chaucer seems more carefully 
regulated in his later work, the Tales ; but it is evident 
that Chaucer trusted his cadences to his ear, and his verse 
is therefore usually rhythmical, and accidentally metrical. 

On a particular occasion the poet submitted to the re- 
straint of equal syllables, as we discover in " The Court 
of Love," elaborately metric^, and addressed to " hit 
princely lady," with the hope that she might not refuse it 
<* for lack of ornate speech." It is evident, therefore, that 
Chaucer had a distinct conception of the heroic ot ^%q^ 
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syllabic verse, but lie did not consider that the mechanical 
construction of his yerse was essential to the free spirit of 
his fancy. " I am no metrician," he once exclaimed ; he 
wrote 

<< Books, songs, and ditees, 
In BiM£, or else in cadence." 

The House of Fame. 

This circwnstance arose from the custom of the age, when 
poems were recited, and not read ; readers there were none 
among the people, though auditors were never wanting ; it 
was much the same among the higher orders. Poems 
were usually peiformed in plain chant, and a verse was 
musical by the modulation of the harp. There was no 
typographical metre placed under the eye of the reciter ; 
the melody of the poet too often depended on the adroit- 
ness of the performer ; and the only publishers of the pop* 
ular poems of Chaucer were the harpers, who, in stately 
halls on festal days, entranced their audience with Chau- 
cer's Tale, or his " Ballade." His poem of Troilus and 
Cressida, although almost as long as the ^neid, was in- 
tended to be sung to the harp as well as ready as the poet 
himself tells us, in addressing his poem — 

'^ And redde where so thou be, or elles aung."' 

In the most ancient manuscripts of Chaucer's worVi the 
csesura in every line is carefiiUy noted, to preserve the 
rhythmical cadence with precision ; without this precaution 
the harmony of such loose versification would be lost. In 
the later editions, when the race of roaming minstrels had 
departed, and our verse had become solely metrical, the 
printers omitted this guide to the ancient recitation. We 
perceive this want in the uncertain measures of Chaucer's 
versification ^ and a dexterous modulation is still required 
to catch the recitative of Chaucer's poems. 

Are the works of our great poet to be consigned to the 
literary dungeon of the antiquary's closet ? I fear that 
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there is more than one obstruction which intervenes be- 
tween the poet's name, which will never die, and the poet's 
works, which will never be read. A massive tome, dark 
with the Grothic type, whose obsolete words and difficuh 
phrases, and, for us, imcadenced metre, are to be conned 
by a glossary as obsolete as the tejrt, to be perpetually re- 
ferred to, to the interruption of all poetry and all patience, 
appalled even the thorough-paced antiquary, Samuel Pegge, 
as appears by his honest confession. Already a practised 
bibliosopher proclaims, alluding to the edition, by Tyrwhit, 
of Chaucer's " Canterbury Tales," " And who reads any 
other portion of the poet ?" Yet the " Canterbury Tales" 
are but the smallest portion of Chaucer's works! But 
some skilful critics have perpended and decided differently : 
even among the projected labors of Johnson was an edi- 
tion of Chaucer's works ; and Godwin, when diligently 
occupied on this great poet, with just severity observed 
that '* a vulgar judgment had been propagated by slothful 
and indolent persons, that the * Canterbury Tales ' are the 
only part of the works of Chaucer worthy the attention of 
a modem reader, and this has contributed to the wretched 
state in which his works are permitted to exist. 

Are we then no longer to linger over the visionary emo- 
tions of the great poet in the fine portraitures of his genius 
from his youthful days, when the fever of his soul, not 
knowing where to seek for its true aliment, careless of life, 
fed on its own sad musings, in Chaucer's " Dreme," or, 
onward in life, in the " Testament of Love," that chroni- 
cle of the heart in a prison solitude ? And are we no longer 
interested in those personal traits Chaucer has so frequently 
dropped of his own tastes and humors, so that we are in 
fact better acquainted with Chaucer than we are with 
Shakspere ? Even during his official occupations, this 
poet loved his studious solitary nights, and frequently 
alludes to his passion. Must we close that " House of 
Fame," with whose fragments Pope reared " The Temple ?" 
Has all the enchantment of the moon-light-land of chivabry 
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and fairyism in " The Flonre and tlie Leafe" vanished ? 
Are we no longer to listen to " The Complaint of the 
Black Knight," which touched a dutchess or a queen ? or 
the stanzas of " The Cuckoo and the Nightingale," which 
musically resound that musical encounter ? Is the legend 
of pathetic tenderness in the impassioned ''Troilus," and 
" the sillie woman who falsed Troilus," ever to be closed ? 
there may we pursue the vicissitudes of love, in what the 
poet calls " a little tragedy ;" and we find Ovidian graces 
amid its utter simplicity. There are, indeed, vicissitudes 
of taste as well as of love. " Troilus and Cressida" was 
the favorite in the days of Henry VIII. over the " Canter- 
bury Tales " and " The Floure and the Leafe ; " it was, 
too, the model of Sidney in the court of Elizabeth ; Love 
triumphed at court over Humor and Fancy. 

It is true that the language of Chaucer has failed, but 
not the writer. The marble which Chaucer sculptured has 
betrayed the noble hand of the artist ; the statue was fin- 
ished ; but the gray and spotty veins came forth, clouding 
the lucid whiteness. 

For the poet or the poetical, the difliculty of the lan- 
guage may be surmounted with a reasonable portion of 
every-day patience. I know, from several of my literary 
contemporaries, that this, however, has not been conceded. 
The more familiar I became with Chaucer, the more I de- 
lighted in the significance of the Chaucerian words. From 
some modem critics, occasionally the name of Chaucer 
startles the ear. One, indeed, has recently complained 
that " Chaucer's divine qualities are languidly acknowl- 
edged by his unjust countrymen ;"* and Coleridge emphat- 
ically said, " I take unceasing delight in Chaucer. His 
manly cheerfulness is especially delicious in my old age. 
How exquisitely tender he is !"t 

But the popularity of this gifted child of nature, and this 
shrewd observer of mankind, is doomed to another obstruc- 

• Autobiography of an Opium-Eater. — Tait's Mag., Aug., 1836. 
t Coleridge's Table-Talk. 
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lion than that of his ciirious diction. The playMness of his 
comic invention, and the freedom of his simplicity, will no 
longer be allowed to atone for the levity of some of his in- 
cidents. When Warton, to display the genuine vein of the 
Chaucerian humor, imprudently analyzed the Miller's Tale, 
having reached the middle, the critic, recollecting him- 
self, suddenly breaks off with a curt remark — " The se- 
quel cannot be repeated here !" In a recklessness of all 
knowledge, and in an unhappy hour, the poet of Don Juan 
decided, while he probably would have started from Chau- 
cer's black-letter tome, that " Chaucer, notwithstanding the 
praises bestowed on him, I think obscene and contempti- 
ble. He owed his celebrity merely to his antiquity." As 
if the greatest of our poets had only been celebrated in the 
day when Byron wrote ! Yet in all the unfettered inven- 
tion and nudity of style, there was no grossness in the 
temper, and less in the habits, of the poet. He addressed 
his own age as his contemporaries were doing in France 
and in Italy, and from whom he had borrowed the very two 
tales on which his censure has fallen. In telling " a mer- 
rie tale," Chaucer could not have anticipated this charge ; 
and, in truth, for subjects which are obscene and disgustful 
he had no taste, as he showed in his reproof of Gower for 
having selected two repulsive ones — the unnatural pas- 
sions of Canace and Apollonius Tyrius. Of these our 
Chaucer cries, — 

" Of all swiche cursed stories I say, Fy I" 

Our poet has himself pleaded that having fixed on his 
personage, he had no choice to tell any other tale than 
what that individual would himself have told. Before we 
immolate Chaucer on the altar of the Graces, we should 
not only listen to his plea, but to his own easy remedy for 
this disorder produced by his too faithful copy after nature 

" Whoso list not to hear, 

Turn over the leaf^ and chese another tale \" 
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Our notions and our customs of delicacy are tHe result 
of a change in our manners of no distant period ; and, com- 
pared with our neighbors, many are still but conventional. 
They are so even in respect to ourselves, for, not to go 
back to the golden days of Elizabeth, the language and the 
manners of the court of Anne, who would have startled 
modem decorum. The " polite conversation" of Swift has, 
fortimately, preserved for us specimens which we could 
not have imagined. Our poems, our comedies, and our 
tales, so late as the days of Swift and Pope, have allusions, 
and even incidents and descriptions, which we no longer 
tolerate. How far our fastidiousness lies on the surface of 
our lesser morals, I will not decide ; but men of genius 
have complained that this fastidiousness has become too 
restrictive, by contracting the sphere of inventive humor, 
which flashes often in such small matters as ludicrous tales 
and pla3rful levities, which must not lie on our tables. 

Chaucer long remained a favorite in the most polite cir- 
cles ; Aubrey, at the close of the seventeenth century, in 
his " Idea," recommends the study of Chaucer, as the poet in 
full reputation. At a later period, the days of Dryden and 
Pope, our versifiers were continually renovating his humor 
■and his more elegant fictions. Ogle, with others, attempted 
to modernize Chaucer ; but it is as impossible to give such 
a version of Chaucer as to translate the Odes of Horace. 
They corrupted by their interpolations, and weakened by 
their diffusion ; Chaucer was not discernible in the dim- 
ness of their paraphrase. The great beauties of Chaucer 
spring up from the soil in which they lie imbedded ; and 
the most skilful hand will discover that in gathering the 
flower it must cease to live without its root. 

We never possessed a tolerably correct edition of this mas* 
ter-poet ; and the very circumstance of the continued pop- 
ularity of the poems with the many has occasioned their 
present wretched condition. When works circulated in 
their manuscript state, before the era of printing, the popu- 
larity of a poet made his text the more liable to corruption. 
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Multiplied transcripts were produced by heedless or licen- 
tious scribes, whose careless omissions, and whose per- 
petuated blunders and even interpolations, can only be 
credited by the collators of the manuscripts of Chaucer. 
This happened with the very first printed edition by Cax- 
ton. Our patriarchal publisher discovered that he had 
printed from a very faulty manuscript, and, in that primitive 
age of simplicity and printing, nobly suppressed the edition 
which dishonored the author, and substituted an improved 
one. Doubtless Gower, a grave and learned poet, whose 
copies are remarkably elegant, has descended to us in a 
purer condition than Chaucer, for he was rarely transcribed. 
Speght was the first editor who gave a more complete 
edition of Chaucer, with the useful appendage of a glossary, 
the first of its kind, and which had been a fortunate acqui- 
sition for later glossographers. But Speght, with the aid of 
Stowe, who was equally industrious, was so deficient in 
critical acumen, as to have impounded any stray on the 
common stamped with the initials of Chaucer. Thus our 
poet has sufiered all the mischances of faithless scribes, unin- 
telligent printers, and uncritical editors. To make the bad 
worse, the last modem edition of Chaucer, by Urry, though 
reconunended by the white letter, offering this bland relief 
to a modem reader, is a showy volume, of which we are 
forbidden to read a line ! The history of this edition is an 
evidence how ill our scholars, at no remote period, were 
qualified to decide on the fate of a great vernacular author. 
Urry, the pupil of Dean Aldrich, and the friend of Bishop 
Atterbury, appears to have been one of that galaxy or con- 
federacy of wits called " the Wits of Christ Church." The 
" Student of Christ Church, Oxon," offered a title and a 
place which would sanction an edition of Chaucer ; one 
object of which was to contribute five hundred pounds to 
finish Peckwater Quadrangle. The pompous folio appeared 
heralded by the queen's license for the exclusive sale for 
fourteen years. Our editor at first seems to have been re- 
luctant and modest, till instigated by his great patrons to di- 
VoL. I.— 17 
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▼est himself of all fear of the author. In his innocence 
conceiving that the strokes of his own pen would silently 
improve an obsolete genius, this merciless interpolator, 
changing words and syllables at pleasure, has furnished a 
text which Chaucer never wrote !* If the worst edition 
that was ever published contributed to finish Peckwater 
Quadrangle, it is amusing to be reminded that causes are 
often strangely disproportionate to their effects. 

The famous portion of Chaucer's Miscellaneous Vol- 
ume has been fortimate in the editorial cares of T3nrwhit. 
Tyrwhit, a scholar as well as an antiquary, was an expeit 
philologer ; his extensive reading in the lore of our ve^ 
nacular literature and our national antiquities promptly 
supplied what could not have entered into his more clas- 
sical studies ; and his sagacity seems to have decided on 
the various readings of all the manuscripts, by piercing into 
the core of the poet's thoughts. 

It is remarkable that some of the most lively productions 
of several great writers have been the work of their ma- 
turest age. Johnson surpassed all his preceding labors in 
his last work, the popular Lives of the Poets. The " Can- 
terbury Tales" of Chaucer were the effusions of his ad- 
vanced age, and the congenial versions of Dryden were 
thrown out in the luxuriance of his later days. Milton 
Eiight have been classed among the minor poets, had he 
iK>t lived to be old enough to become the most sBiblinie. 
Let it be a source of consolation, if not of triumph, in a 
kmg studious life of true genius, to know that the imagina- 

* 80 unskilful or so incurious was Warburton in the language of 
our ancient poets, that in his notes on Pope he quotes the fi^Dowing 
lines of Chaucer : — 

" Love wol not be constreined by maistrie. 
Whan maistrie cometh, the God of love anon 
Beteth his wings, and farewell he is gon" — 

from Urry's edition, in which they appear thus transformed and cor- 
rupted : — 

** Love will not be confined by maisterie. 
When maisterie comes, the Lord of love anon 
Flutters his wings, and forthmth is he gone.'' 
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tion may not decline with the vigor of the frame which 
holds it ; there has been no old age for many men of genius. 
We must lament that at such an early period in our ver- 
nacular literature, we have to record that the two fathers 
of our poetry, congenial spirits as they were, too closely 
resembled most of their sons — in one of the most painful 
infirmities of genius. I have said elsewhere that jealousy, 
long supposed to be the offspring of little minds, is not 
however confined to them. We do not possess the secret 
history of the two great poets, Chaucer and Gower ; but 
we are told by Berthelet in his edition of Gower's " Con- 
fessio Amantis," when he quotes the commendatory lines 
on Gower by Chaucer, that the poets " were both excel- 
lently learned, both great frendes together, ^^ Ancient biog- 
raphers usually fall into this vague style of eulogy, which 
served their purpose rather than a more critical research. 
True it is that " they were both great friends," but, what 
Berthelet has not told, they became also " both great ene- 
mies." We know that Chaucer has commemorated the 
dignified merits of " the moral Gower," and that Gower 
has poured forth an effusion not less fervid than elegant 
from the lips of Venus, who calls Chaucer " her own clerk, 
who in the flower of his youth had made ditees and songes 
glad which have filled the land." Did this little passion 
of poetic jealousy creep into their great souls % Else how 
did it happen that Chaucer, who had once solicited the 
correcting hand of his friend, in his latest work repre- 
hended the sage and the poet, and that Gower, who had 
not stinted the rich meed of his eulogy which appeared in 
the first copies of his " Confessio Amantis," erased the im- 
mortality which he had bestowed. The justice of their 
reciprocal praise neither of these rivals coidd efface, for 
that outlives their little jealousies. 
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In the church of St. Savior in Southwark may be 
viewed an ancient monument with its sculptured and Gothic 
canopy ; pictured on its one side, the three visionary vir- 
gins, Charity, Mercy, and Pity, solicit the prayer of the 
passenger for the soul of the suppliant whose image lies 
extended on the tomb, with folded hands, and in his dam- 
ask habit flowing to his feet. His head reposes on three 
mighty tomes, and is decked with a garland, either of 
roses which proclaim his knighthood, or the wreath of liter- 
ature which would more justly distinguish the wearer, — 
John Gower, the poet. 

In the life of this poet, almost the only certain inci- 
dent seems to be his sepulchral monmnent ; and even 
this it had been necessary to repair after the malignity of 
the Iconoclasts ; and of the three sculptured volmnes which 
support the poet's head, a single one only has been opened 
by the world, for the tomb has perpetuated what the press 
has not. 

The three tomes on the tomb of Gower represent his 
three great works ; but what is remarkable, and shows the 
imsettled state of our literature, each of these great works 
is written in a different language, though equally graced 
with Latin titles. The first, in French, is the Speculum Me- 
ditantis ; the moral reflections relieved by historical exam- 
ples. The second, in Latin verse, is Vox Clamantis ; this 
" Voice" comes not from the desert, for it is that of the 
clamors of the people ; a satire on all ranks, and an ex- 
hortation to the youthful monarch to check his own self- 
indulgence ; it includes a chronicle of the insurrection of 
the populace, or " the clowns," as they were called in Rich- 
ard the Second's reign. The vernacular style, rather than 
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Latin verse, would have more aptly celebrated the feats of 
Wat Tyler, of Bet and Sim, Gibbe and Hyke, Hudde and 
Judde, Jack and Tib. The reporter had no doubt been 
present at the active scene. The swarm rush on to the 
call of one another, in hexameters and pentameters. The 
singularity of the subject, which gives no bad picture of the 
hurry of a disorderly mob, and the felicity of an old trans- 
lation, induces me to preserve a partial extract from the 
manuscript. Our own age has witnessed similar scenes. 

*' Watte vocat, cui Thome venit, neque Symme retardat, 

Betteqae, GlT)be simul Hyke venire jubent. 
Colle forit, quern Gibbe jnvat nocumenta x>arantes, 

Com quibus ad dampnum Wille coire vovet. 
Grigge rapit, dam Dawe strepit, comes est quibus Hobbe, 

Lorkin et in medio non minor esse putat. 
Hudde ferit, quos Judde terit, dum Tebbe juvatur, 

Jacke domos que viros vellit, et ense necat." 

((Tom comes, thereat, when called by Wat, and Simon as forward we 

find; 
Bet calls as quick to Gibb, and to Hyck that neither would tarry bc- 

hinde. 
Gibb, a good whelp of that litter, doth help mad Coll more mischief 

to do, 
And Will he doth vow, the time is come now, he'll join with their 

company too. 
Davie complains whiles Grigg gets the gains, and Hobb with them 

doth partake ; 
Lorkin aloud, in the midst of the crowd, conceiveth as deep as his 

stake. 
Hudde doth spoil, whom Judde doth foile, and Tebbe lends his hdp- 

ing hand, 
But Jack, the mad-patch, men and horses doth snatch, and kills aK 

at his command." 

The third and greater work, and the only printed one of 
Gower, is the Confessio Amantis, an English poem of about 
thirty thousand lines ; a singular miscellany of allegory, 
of morality, and of tales. It is studded with sententious 
maxims and proverbs, and richly diversified with narrationa^ 
pleasant and tragic ; but the afrectatiou oi \^^tmccl%, tei 

17* 
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learning in its crude state always obtrudes itself, even in 
works of recreation, has compressed the Aristotelian phi- 
losophy, to edify and surprise the readers of the poet's fairy 
or romantic tales. Robert de Brunne, to illustrate mon- 
achal morals, interspersed domestic stories ; ^nd amid the 
prevalent penury of imagination, that rhyming monk affords 
the most ancient specimens of English tales in verse : and 
as Gower's single printed work is of the same species of 
composition, a system of ethics illustrated by tales, it has 
been thought that the monk who rhymed in 1300 was the 
true predecessor of the poet who flourished at the close of 
that century, however Gower may have purified the " rime 
doggrel," and elevated the puerile tale. The straw-roof 
must be raised before the cupola. Genius in its genealogy 
must not blush at its remote ancestor ; the noblest knight 
may often go back to the mill or the forge. If this rude 
moralizing rhymer really be the poetical father of Gower, 
then is this antiquated monk the inventor of that narrative 
poetry which Chaucer, Spenser, and Dryden, and even 
some of our contemporaries, have so delightfully diversi- 
fied. But story-telling has been of all periods. 

There is a portion of this volume which concerns the 
personal history of the poet. 

This work was coihposed at the suggestion of Richard 
the Second himself, who among other luxuries loTed Fro- 
issart's romance and Chaucer's rhymes, and was even 
willing to be taught the grave lessons which he could not 
practise. As Gower one day was rowed in his boat on the 
Thames, he met his " liege lord" in the royal barge, who 
commanded the poet to enter, and in a long unrestrained 
conversation, desired him " to book some new thing in the 
way he was used." Probably the youthful monarch alluded 
to the Vox Clamantisy in which the poet had exhorted 
his " liege lord" to exercise every kingly virtue, and had 
without reserve touched on too many imperfections of a 
court-life. It was to be " a book," added the young mon- 
arch, " in which he himself might often look." The poet 
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aspired to fix the honor which he had received, and re* 
solved in his own words, 

<< To write in such a manner-wise> 
Which may be wisdom to the wise, 
And play to them that list to play." 

In a word, we have here the great Horatian precept by 
the intuition of our earliest poet. 

The political admonitions, and the keen satire on the 
youthful favorites of the youthful monarch of a luxurious 
court, and the relaxed morals of the higher ranks, the 
clergy, and the judges, were all offered with more than the 
freedom of a poet — they sound the deep tones of the pa- 
triot. The sage had solemnly contemplated on the dis- 
contents and clamors of the people, and presciently 
observed the rising of that state-tempest, which in an in- 
stant dethroned this magnificent and thoughtless prince. 

In the course of the reign of Richard the Second it ap- 
pears that several alterations were made in the poem. 
The dedicatory preface was suppressed. Berthelet, the 
ancient printer of the Confessio Amantisy discovered that 
" the prologue" had disappeared, though the same number 
of lines were substituted, " cleane contrary both in sen- 
tence and in meaning." Gower has therefore incurred the 
reproach of a disloyal desertion of his hapless master to 
court a successful usurper. One critic tells that " he was 
given to change with the turns of state." Bishop Nichol- 
son, with dull levity, has a fling at all poets, for he cen- 
sures Gower for " making too free with his prince — a 
liberty it seems allowed to men of his profession ;" while 
Thomas Heame, the blind bigot of passive obedience, in 
editing a monkish life of Richard the Second, would have 
all Gower condemned to oblivion, because " he had treated 
the monarch's memory ill, and spoke with equal freedom 
of the clergy." This vacillating conduct of " the moral 
Gower," however, need not leave any stain on his mfi;v!Ck.« 
ory. We see he had never at any tvma ^^\J2ia.\.^^ ^^ 
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youthful monarch ; however his tales may have charmed 
the royal ear, the verse often left behind a wholesome bit» 
temess. Gower has praised Henry of Lancaster at a pe- 
riod when he could not have contemplated the change of 
d3ma8ty ; and when it happened, the poet was of an age 
far too advanced either to partake of the hopes or the fears 
that wait on a new reign. 

But this tale of Gower's free and honest satire on courts 
and courtiers is not yet concluded. The sphere of a poet's 
influence is far wider than that of his own age ; and how- 
ever we may now deem of this grave and ancient poet, he 
still found understanding admirers so late as in the reign 
of Charles the First. In the curious " Conference" which 
took place when Charles the First visited the Marquess of 
Worcester, at Ragland Castle, with his court, there is the 
following anecdote respecting the poet Gower : — 

The marquess was a shrewd though whimsical man, 
and a favorite of the king for his frankness and his love of 
the arts. His lordship entertained the royal guest with 
extraordinary magnificence. Among his rare curiosities 
was a sumptuous copy of Gower's volume. 

Charles the First usually visited the marquess after din- 
ner. Once he found his lordship with the book of John 
Gower lying open, which the king said he had never be- 
fore seen. " Oh !" exclaimed the marquess, " it is a book 
of books ! and if your majesty had been well versed in it, 
it would have made you a king of kings." 

" Why so, my lord ?" 

" Why, here is set down how Aristotle brought up and 
instructed Alexander the Great in all the rudiments and 
principles belonging to a prince." And under the persons 
of Aristotle and Alexander, the marquess read the king 
such a lesson that all the standers-by were amazed at his 
boldness. 

The king asked whether he had his lesson by heart, or 
spake out of the book ? 

" Sir, if you would read my heart, it may be that you 
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might find it there ; or if your majesty pleased to get it by 
heart, I will lend you my book." 

The king accepted the offer. 

Some of the new-made lords fretted and bit their thumbs 
at certain passages in the marquess's discourse ; and some 
protested that no man was so much for the absolute power 
of a king as Aristotle. The marquess told ^the king that 
he would indeed show him one remarkable passage to that 
purpose, and turning to the place, read 

'^ A king can kill, a king can save ; 
A king can make a lord a knave ; 
And of a knave, a lord also." 

On this several new-made lords slank out of the room, 
which the king observing, told the marquess, " My lord, at 
this rate you will drive away all my nobility." 

This amusing anecdote is an evidence that this ethical 
poet, after two centuries and a half, was not forgotten ; his 
spirit was stiU vital, his volume still lay open on the library 
table ; it afforded a pungent lesson to the courtiers of 
Charles the First, as it had to those of Richard the Second. 
Gower was learned, didactic, and dignified. The man- 
uscripts of his work are usually noble and sumptuous cop- 
ies ; more elegantly written and more richly illuminated 
than the works of other poets. His common-places and 
his legendary lore seem to have awed the simplicity of the 
readers of two centuries, whose taste did not yet feel that 
failure of the poet who narrated a fable from Ovid with the 
dull prolixity of a matter-of-fact chronicler. His fictions 
are rarely imaginative ; yet critics, far abler judges of his 
relative merits than ourselves, since they lived within the 
sphere of his influence, hailed this grave father of our po- 
esy. Leland, the royal antiquary of- Henry the Eighth, 
expressed his ideas with great elegance and sensibility, 
when he said of Gower that " his diligent culture of our 
poesy had extirpated the ordinary herbs ; and that the wi^x. 
violet and the purple narcissus were novr gtoviVsi^, ^Vei^ 
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erst was nothing seen but the thistle and the thorn." There 
are indeed some graceful flowers in his desert. But all 
criticism is usually relative to the age, and excellence is 
always comparative. Gower stamped with the force of 
ethical reasoning his smooth rhymes ; and this was a near 
approach to poetry itself. If in the mind of Chaucer we are 
more sensibldiof the impulses of genius — those creative 
and fugitive touches — his diction is more mixed and un- 
settled than the tranquil elegance of Gower, who has often 
many pointed sentences and a surprising neatness of phrase. 
A modern reader, I think, would find the style of Gow«r 
more easily intelligible than the higher efforts of the more 
inventive poet. 
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PIERS PLOUGHMAN. 

Contemporary with Gower and Chancer lived the sin- 
gular author of " The Visions of William concerning Piers 
Ploughman ;" singular in more respects than one, for his 
subject, his style, and, we may add, for the intrepidity and 
the force of his genius. 

This extraordinary work is ascribed to one whose name 
is merely traditional, to Robert Langland, a secular priest 
of Salop ; when he wrote, and where he died, are as dubi- 
ous as his tert, the authenticity of which is often uncer- 
tain from the variations in all the manuscripts. But the 
real life of an author, at least for posterity, lies beyond the 
grave ; and no writer is nameless whose volume has de- 
scended to us as one of the most memorable in our ancient 
vernacular literature. 

In character, in execution, and in design, " The Visions 
of William of Piers Ploughman" are wholly separated from 
the polished poems of Gower and Chaucer ; the work 
bears no trace of their manner, nor of their refinement, nor 
of their versification ; and it has baffled conjectural criti- 
cism to assign the exact period of a composition which 
appears more ancient than any supposed contemporary 
writings. Those who would decide of the time in which 
an author wrote by his style, here are at a loss to conceive 
that the splendid era of romantic chivalry, the age of Ed- 
ward the Third and his grandson, which produced the cu- 
rious learning and the easy rhymes of the " Confessio 
Amantis," and the pleasantry and the fine discriminations 
of character of " The Canterbury Tales," could have given 
birth to the antiquated Saxon and rustic pith of this genu- 
ine English bard. Either his labor was concluded ere the 
writings of the court poets had travelled to our obscure 
country priest in his seclusion in a distant covolV:^, ot ^«% 
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he disdained their exotic fancies, their Latinisms, their 
Gallicisms, and their Italianisms, and their trivial rh3rmes, 
that in every respect he might remain their astonishing 
contrast, with no inferiority of genius. There was no phi- 
losophical criticism in the censure of this poet hy Warton, 
when he condemns him for not having " availed himself 
of the rising and rapid improvements of the English lan- 
guage," and censures him for his " affectation of obsolete 
English." These rising improvements may never have 
reached our bard, or if they had, he might have disdained 
them ; for the writer of the Visions concerning Piers 
Ploughman was strictly a national poet ; and there was 
no " affectation of obsolete English" in a poet preserving 
the forms of his native idiom, and avoiding all exotic nov- 
elties in the energy of his Anglo-Saxon genius. His un- 
contaminated mind returned to or continued the Anglo- 
Saxon alliterative metre and unrhymed verse ; he trusted 
its cadence to the ear, scorning the subjection of rhyme. 
Webbe, a critic of the age of Elizabeth, considered this 
poet as " the first who had observed the quantity of our 
verse without the curiosity of rhyme." 

It is useless to give the skeleton of a desultory and tedi- 
ous allegorical narrative. The last editor, Dr. Whitaker, 
imagined that " he for the first time had shown, that it was 
written after a regular and consistent design," notwithstand- 
ing that he himself confesses, that ^' the conclusion is sin- 
gularly cold and comfortless, and leaves the inquirer, after 
a long peregrination, still remote from the object of his search,^ 
— a conclusion where nothing is concluded ! The vision- 
ist might have been overtaken by sleep among the bushes 
of the Malvern Hills for twenty cantos more, without at all 
deranging anything which he had said, or inconveniencing 
anything which he might say. In truth, it is a heap of 
rhapsodies, without any artifice of connexion or involution 
of plot, or any sustained interest of one actor more than 
another among the numerous ideal beings who flit along the 
dreamy scenes. 
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The true spirit of this imaginative work is more compre- 
lensible than any settled design. That mysterious or mythi- 
cal personage, '< Piers Ploughman," is the representative of 

* the Universal church," say Dr. Whitaker ; or " Christian 
ife," says Mr. Campbell. What he maybe is very doubtfiil, 
or we have " True ReUgion," a fair lady who puts in surely 
I higher claim to represent " the Universal Church," or 

* Christian Ufe," than " the Ploughman," who has to till 
lis half-acre and save his idling companions from " waste" 
ind " want." The most important personage is " Mede," 
)r bribery, who seems to exert an extraordinary influence 
)ver the Bench, and the Bar, and the Church, and through 
Bvery profession which occurred to the poet. 

The pearls in these waters lie not on the surface. The 
visionist had deeper thoughts and more concealed feelings 
than those rhapsodical phantoms. In a general survey of 
society, he contemplates on the court and the clergy, glan- 
cing through all the diversified ranks of the laity, not spar- 
ing the people themselves, as their awful reprover. It was 
a voice from the wilderness in the language of the people. 
The children of want and oppression had found their solitary 
advocate. The prelacy, dissolved in the luxuriousness ef 
papal pomp, and a barbarous aristocracy, with their rapa- 
cious dependants, were mindless of the morals or the hap- 
piness of those human herds, whose heads were counted, 
but whose hearts they could never call their own. 

We are curious to learn, in this disordered state of the 
commonwealth, the political opinions entertained by this 
sage. They are as mysterious as Piers Ploughman him- 
self. 

Passive obedience to the higher powers is inculcated, 
apparently rather for its prudence than its duty. This we 
infer from his lively parable of " the Cat of a Court," and 
"A Route of Ratones and Small Mice." " Grimalkin, though 
sometimes apt to play the tyrant when appetite was sharp, 
would often come laughing and leaping among them. A 
rat, a whisker of renown, cunningly proposed to adoTCL ^Jokft 

Vol. I.— 18 
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cat with an ornament, like those which great lords use who 
wear chains and collars about their necks ; it should be a 
tinkling-bell, which if cats would fancy the fashion, would 
warn us of their approach. We might then in security be 
all lords ourselves, and not be in this misery of creeping 
under benches. But not a raton of the whole rout, for the 
realm of France, or to win all England, would bind the bell 
round the imperial neck. A mouseling, who did not much 
like rats, concluded that if they should even kill the cat, 
then there would come another to crunch us and oiu: kind ; 
for men will not have their meal nibbled by us mice, nor 
their nights disturbed by the clattering of roystering rats. 
Better for us to let the cat alone ! My old father said a 
kitten was worse. The cat never hurt me ; when he is in 
good-humor, I like him well, — and by my coimsel cat nor 
kitten shall be grieved. I will suffer and say nothing. 
The beast who now chastiseth many, may be amended by 
misfortune. Are the rats to be our governors ? I tell ye, 
we would not rule ourselves !" The poet adds, " What 
this means, ye men who love mirth interpret for nae, for J 
dare not !" 

The parable seems sufficiently obvious. The ratons 
represent a haughty aristocracy, and " the small mouse^ is 
one of the people themselves, who in his mouse-like wis- 
dom preferred a single sovereign to many lords. But the 
poet's own reflection, addressed to " the men of mirth,'* 
seems enigmatic. Is he indulging a secret laugh at the 
passive obedience of the prudential mouse ? 

Our author's indignant spirit, indeed, is vehemently dem- 
ocratic. He dared to write what many trembled to whis- 
per. Genius reflects the suppressed feelings of its age. 
It was a stirring epoch. The spirit of inquisition had gone 
forth in the person of Wickliffe j and wherever a Wickliffe 
appears, as surely will there be a Piers Ploughman. When 
a great precursor of novel opinions arises, it is the men of 
genius in seclusion who think and write. 

But our country priest, in his contemplative mood, was 
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not less remarkable for his prudence than for his bold free- 
dom, aware that the most corrupt would be the most Tin- 
dictive. The implacable ecclesiastics, by the dread disci- 
pline of the church, would doom the apostle of humanity, 
but the apostate of his order, to perpetual silence — by the 
spell of an anathema ; and the haughty noble would crush 
his victim by the iron arm of his own, or of the civil power. 
The day had not yet arrived when the great were to en- 
dure the freedom of reprehension. The sage, the satirist, 
and the seer, for prophet he proved to be, veiled his head 
in allegory ; he published no other names than those of 
the virtues and the vices ; and to avoid personality, he 
contented himself with personification. 

A voluminous allegory is the rudest and the most insup- 
portable of all poetic fictions ; it originates in an early 
period of society — when its circles are contracted and 
isolated, and the poet is more conversant with the passions 
of mankind than with individuals. A genius of the highest 
order alone could lead us through a single perusal of such 
a poem, by the charm of vivifying details, which enables 
us to forget the allegory altogether — the tedious drama of 
non-entities or abstract beings. In such creative touches 
the author of Piers Ploughman displays pictures of domes- 
tic life, Avith the minute fidelity of a Flemish painting ; so 
veracious is his simplicity ! He is a great satirist, touch- 
ing with caustic invective or keen irony public abuses and 
private vices ; but in the depth of his emotions, and in the 
wildness of his imagination, he breaks forth in the solenm 
tones and with the sombre majesty of Dante. 

But this rude native genius was profound as he was saga- 
cious, and his philosophy terminated in prophecy. At the 
era of the Reformation they were startled by the discovery 
of an unknown writer, who, two centuries preceding that 
awful change, had predicted the fate of the religious houses 
from the hand of a king. The visionary seer seems to 
have fallen on the principle which led Erasmus to predict 
that " those who were in power^^ would seiXQ on \)!Dkft TvOa. 
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shrines, because no other elass of men in society codd 
mate with so mighty a body as the monks. Power only 
conld accomplish that great purpose, and hence onr Yati* 
cinator fixed oa the highest as the most likely ; and the 
deep foresight of an obscm'e comitry priest, which required 
two centuries to be yerified, became a great moral and po- 
litical prediction. 

Without, however, depreciating the sagacity of the pre- 
dictor, there is reason to suspect that the same thought 
was occurring to some of the great themselves. The Ref- 
ormation of Henry the Eighth maybe dated from the reign 
of Richard the Second, That mighty transition into a new 
order of events in our history would then have occurred, 
for the stag was started and the hunt was up. It was an 
accidental and unexpected circumstance which turned 
aside the impending event, which was to be future and not 
immediate. Henry Bdingbroke, in the early part of his 
life, seems to have entertained some free opinions respect- 
ing the property of the church. He seemed not unfavora- 
ble to Wickliffe's doctrines, and, when Earl of Derby, once 
declared that " princes had too little and religious houses 
too much," This unguarded expression, which was not to 
he forgotten, we are told, occasioned one of the rebellions 
during his reign. But when Henry Bolingbroke usurped 
the throne, age and prudence might have come together ; 
the monarch balanced the dread of a turbulent aristocracy, 
and the uncertain tenure of dominion to be held at their 
pleasure, against the security of sheltering the throne under 
the broad alliance of a potent prelacy ; a potent prelacy 
whose doom was fixed, though the hour had not yet struck ! 
The monarch affixed a bloody seal to this political conven- 
tion by granting a statute which made the offence of heresy 
capital ; a crime which heretofore in law was unknown as 
it seemed impossible to designate, and described only in 
figurative terms, as something very alarming, but which 
any prudent heretic might easily, if not explain, at least 
recant. To give it more solemnity, the statute is delivered 
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in Latin, and the punishment of burning was to be in- 
flicted " coram populoy in eminente loco,^** 

The Visions of Piers Ploughman, when the day which 
his prescience anticipated arrived, were eagerly received ; 
it is said the work passed through three editions in one 
year, about 1550, in the reign of the youthful monarch of 
the Reformation ; the readers at that early period of print- 
ing would find many passages congenial to the popular 
sentiments, and our nameless author was placed among the 
founders of a new era. 

The " Visions of Piers Ploughman" will always offer 
studies for the poetical artist. This volume, and not Gow- 
er's nor Chaucer's, is a well of English undefiled. Spen- 
ser often beheld these Visions ; Milton, in his sublime 
description of the Lazar House, was surely inspired by a 
reminiscence of Piers Ploughman. Even Dryden, whom 
we should not suspect to be much addicted to black-letter 
reading beyond his Chaucer, must have carefully conned 
our Piers Ploughman ; for he has borrowed one very stri- 
king line from our poet, and possibly may have taken oth- 
ers. Byron, though he has thrown out a crude opinion of 
Chaucer, has declared that " the Ploughman*' excels our 
ancient poets* And I am inclined to think that we owe to 
Piers Ploughman an allegorical work of the same wild in- 
vention, from that other creative mind, the author of the 
Pilgrim's Progress. How can we think of the one, with- 
out being reminded of the other ? Some distant relation- 
ship seems to exist between the Ploughman's Dowell and 
Dobet, and Dohesty Friar Flattererj Grace the Portress of 
the magnificent Tower of Truth viewed at a distance, and 
by its side the dungeon of CarCy Natural Understanding, 
and his lean and stern wife Study, and all the rest fo this 
numerous company, and the shadowy pilgrimage of the 
"Immortal Dreamer" to "the Celestial City." Yet I 
would mistrust my own feeling, when so many able critics, 

* Barrington's Obserratioiks on the more ancieivt ^\^VixX^«« 
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in their various researches aftw a prototype of that singu- 
lar production, have hitherto not suggested what seems to 
me obvious.* 

Why our rustic bard selected the character of a pkragfa- 
man as the personage adapted to convey to us his theologi- 
cal mysteries, we know not precisely to ascertain ; but it 
probably occurred as a companion fitted to the humbler con- 
dition of the apostles themselves. Such, however was the 
power of the genius of this writer, that his successors were 
content to look for no one of a higher class to personify 
their solemn themes. Hence we have " The Crede of 
Piers Ploughman ;" " The Prayer and Complaint of the 
Ploughman ;" " The Ploughman's Tale," inserted in Chau- 
cer's volume ; all being equally directed against the vicious 
clergy of the day. 

" The Crede of Piers Ploughman," if not written by the 
author of die Vision, is at least written by a scholar who 
fully emulates his master ; and Pope was so deeply struck 
with this little poem, that he has very carefully analyzed 
'the whole. 

♦ For the general reader I fear that «* The Visions of Piers Plough 
man*' mnst remain a sealed book. The last edition of Dr. White- 
ker, the most magnificent and frightfiil volume that was ever beheld 
in the black letter, was edited by one whose delicaey of taste unfitted 
him for this homely task: the plain freedom of the vigorous language 
is sometimes castrated, with a faulty paraphrase and a slender glos- 
sary ; and passages are shirred over with an annihilating &c. Much 
was expected from this splendid edition ; the subscription-price was 
quadrupled, and on its publication every one would rid himself of the 
mutilated author. The editor has not assisted the reader thiongh 
his barbarous text interspersed wUh Saxon characters and abbrevia- 
tions, and the difficulties of an obscure and el%tical phraseology in 
a very antiquated language. Should ever a new edition appear, the 
perusal would be facilitated by printing with the white letter. There 
is an excellent specimen for an Improved text and edition in Gent. 
Mag., April, 1834. 
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OC/'JLEVE; THE SCHOLAR OF CHAUCER. 

Warton passed sentence on Occleve as *' a cold genius, 
and a feeble writer." A literary antiquary, from a manu- 
script in his possession, published six poems of Occleve ; 
but that selection was limited to the sole purpose of fur- 
nishing the personal history of the airthor* Ritson's sharp 
snarl pronounced that they were of " peculiar stupidity ;" 
George Ellis refused to gi||B " a specimen ;" and Mr. Hal- 
lam, with his recollection of the critical brotherhood, has 
decreed, that " the poetry of Occleve is wretchedly bad, 
abounding with pedantry, and destitute of grace or spirit." 
We could hardly expect to have heard any more of this 
doomed victim — this ancient man, bom in the fourteenth 
century, standing before us, whose dry bones will ill bear 
all this shaking and cuffing. 

A literary historian, who has read manuscripts with the 
eagerness which others do the last novelty, more careful 
than Warton, and more discriminate than Ritson, has, with 
honest intrepidity, confessed that Occleve has not had his 
just share of reputation. His writings greatly assisted the 
growth of the popularity of our infant poetry ."t Our his- 
torian has furnished from the manuscripts of Occleve tes- 
timonies of his assertion. 

Among the six poems printed, one of considerable length 

* ^^ Poems by Thomas Hoccleve, never before printed, selected from 
a Manuscript in the possession of George Mason, with a Preface 
Notes, and Glossary, 1796." The notes are not amiss, and the 
glossary is valuable; but the verses printed by Mason are his least 
interesting productions. The poet*s name is here written with an 
H, as it appeared in the manuscript ; but there is no need of a mod- 
em editor changing the usual mode, because names were diversely 
written or spelt even in much later times. The present writer has 
been called not only Occleve, but Occliffe, as we find him in Chaucer's 
works. 

t Turner's History of England, v., 336. 
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exhibits the habits of a dissipated young gentleman in the 
fourteenth century. 

Occleve for more than twenty years was a writer in the 
Privy Seal, where we find quarter-days were most irregu- 
lar ; and though briberies constantly flowed in, yet the 
golden shower passed over the heads of the clerk, drop- 
ping nothing into the hands of these innocents. 

Our poet, in his usual passage from his " Chestres Inn 
by the Strond" to " Westminster Gate," by land or water 
— for " in the winter the way was deep," and " the Strand" 
was then what its name indices — often was delayed b3r 

*' The outward signe of Bacchus and his lure. 
That at his dore hangeth day by day, 
Exciteth Folk to taste of his moisttire 
So often that they cannot weU say nay t** 

There was another invitation for this susceptible writer 
of the Privy Seal ; — 

'' I dare not teU how that the freskrepair 
Of Venus femel, lusty children dear, 
That so goodly, so shapely "were, and fair. 
And so pleasant of port and of manure." 

There he loitered, 

To talk of mirth, and to disport and play.'' 
He never " pinched" the tavemers, the cooks, the boat- 
men, and all such gentry. 

<' Among this many in mine audience, 
Methought I was jrmade a man for ever — 
So tickeled me that nyce reverence. 
That it me made larger of dispence ; — 
For Riot payeth largely ever mo ; 
He stinteth never till his purse be bare.'* 

He is at length seized amid his jollities, 

*'By force of the penniless maladie. 
No lust* had none to Bacchus House to hie. 
* No desire- 
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Fy ! lack of coin departeth eompaignie ; 
And hev6 purse with Hend liberal 
Quencheth the thirsty heat of Hert^s drie, 
Where chinehy Hert6* hath thereof but small." 

This " mirror of riot and excess" effected a discovery, 
and it was, that all the mischiefs which he recomits came 
from the high reports of himself which servants bring to 
their lord. The Losengour or pleasant flatterer was too 
lightly believed, and honeyed words made more harmful the 
deceitful error. Oh ! babbling flattery ! he spiritedly ex- 
claims, author of all lyes, that causes all day thy lord to 
fare amiss. Such is the import of the following uncouth 
verse : — 

*^ Many a servant unto his Lord saith 
That all the world speaketh of him, Honotlr, 
When the contrarie of that is sooth in faith ; 
And lightly leeved is this Losengour,t 
His hony wordSs wrapped in Errour, 
Blindly conceived been, the more harm is. 
O thou, Favele, of lesynges aactour,| 
Causest all day thy Lord to fare amiss. 
The Combre worldes|| 'clept been Enchantours 
In Bookes, as I have red — ." 

Occleve was a shrewd observer of his own times. That 
this rhymer was even a playful painter of society we have 

* Niggardly heart. 

t A Chaucerian word, which well deserves preservation in the 
language. 

t Favell, author of Lyes. Favell, the editor of Hoccleve, ex- 
plains as cajokrie, or flattery, by words given by Carpentier in his 
supplement to Du Cange. Favel is personified by Piers Plough- 
man, and in Skelton's Bouge of Court. Favele in lemgue Romane 
is Flattery — hence Fabel, Fabling. — Roquefort's Dictionnaire, The 
Italian Favellio, parlerie, babil, caquet — ^Iberti's Chrand Diction- 
naire — does not wholly convey the idea of our modem Humbug^ 
which combines fabling and caquet, 

H The encumbrances to the world. In another poem he calls 
death, "that Coimbre-world." It was a favorite expression with 
him, taken from Chaucer. See Warton, ii., 352, note. 
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a Rou^kUe endesc* pnaorrMl in lite Tolnme of his great 
muter. " The Letter ol Oqiid,'' in Uw wi^s al Chaucei, 
w»9 iht production of Occlere, and qipeus to have been 
oreriooked bj his modem critics. H« had originally eit- 
tided it, *" a Treanae of the ConTenatian of Men ud 
Wootra in the Little Island ot Albion." It is a causldc, 
*- polite coBTenation ;" and deemed ao execrably good, u 
to haTe excited, as our ancient critic Spe^t tells, " audi 
hatred among the gentlewomeD of the Conrt, that Occlere 
was forced to recant in that boke of his called PlaoetiB 
Proprius-"* The letter of Cupid is thus dated : — 

■Writta ia Ike Uxtj moatli of Har, 
la on ftitit what muij a milli^ 
or fercn ttwe kave kaliitBlida, 
TW jm at gnoe jorfnll ud joeoad, 
A thoaaaad &m kaadnd aad wemad." 

Imagerv and imaginalioa are not required in the acbod 
of sooiciT. Occlere s 

lold ^ tile not amiss, for Williim Brown, ihe pastoral bt 
ins^nrd entire a long slory by olii Occle^ 
herd's Pipe." To us he remains sufficiently uncoud 
lan^age had not at this period t 
though with all its nidene&s ii ~~ 
vtf^ nor copiousness 
the Prorencal, and (1 
enrichml his vein. The p 

s of the c 
tutor of Prince Edv-, 
warn him, when, - 
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And not to the order of enditing obey, 
And mj cobra tet of1« lytlie awr;." 

We might be curious to learn, with all theae notions ot 
the suitable, the weighty, the otder of enditing, and the 
colora often awry, whether these versifiers had really any 
settled principles of criticism. OccIeTe is a vernacular 
writer, bare of ornament. He has told us that he knew 
little of " Latin noi French," though often comiselled by his 
immortal master. His enthusiastic love thus exults ; — 

"Thon wer't aeqnainted with Chaacerl — Pardiel 
God BBve bis soul ) 

Hie first bodir oT our foire inagegt I" 
There is one little circumstance more which connects 
ihe humble name of thia Tersifier with that of Chaucer. 
His affectionate devotion to the great poet has been record- 
ed by Speght in hia edition of Chaucer. " Thomas Oc- 
cleve, for the love he bare to hia master, caused his picture 
be truly drawn in his book De Regimine Prineipis, dedi- 
cated to Henry the Fifth."' In ihia maQUscript, with " fond 
I idolatry," he placed the portraiture of his master facing an 
From ihia portrait the head on the poet's 

i well as ail our prints. It bears a 

mblancB to the picture of Chaucer painted Oit 

JJodleian Library. Had Oceleve, with his 

s down some memorials of the poet and the 

Q belter humor ; but 

red even into the 
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LYDGATE ; THE MONK OF BURY. 

Ltdoate, tbe monk of Bury, was also the scholar (tf 
Chaucer : our monk had not passed a whole sequestered 
life in his Benedictine monastery; he had journeyed 
through France and Italy, and was familiar with the wri* 
tings of Dante and Petrarch, and Boccaccio, and of Alain 
Chartier. The delectable catalogue of his writings, great 
and small, exceeds two hundred and fifty, and may not yet 
be complete, for they lie scattered in their manuscript state. 
A great multitude of writings, the incessant movements of 
a single mind, will at first convey to us a sense of magni- 
tude ; and in this magnitude if we observe the greatest 
possible diversity of parts, and, if we may use the term, 
the flashings of the most changeable contrasts, we must 
place such a universal talent among the phenomena of lite- 
rature. 

Lydgate composed epics, which were the lasting favor- 
ites of two whole centuries — so long were classical repe- 
titions of " Troy" and of " Thebes" not found irksome.* 
In his graver hours, he instructed the wold by ethical des- 
cants, JSsopian fables, and quaint proverbs ; fixed their 
wonder by saintly legends and veracious chronicles ; and 
disported in amorous ditties, and many a merrie tale ; trans- 
lating or inventing, labor or levity, rounded the unconscious 
day of the versifying monk. We descend from the " Siege 
of Troy," a romance of nearly thirty thousand lines, which 
long graced the oriel window, to the freer vein of humor 
of " London Lick-penny," which opens the street-scenery 

♦ « The Troy Tale" was composed at the command of the King, 
Henry the Fifth; as "the Fall of Princes," from Boccace, was tt 
the desire of Humphrey, the good Duke of Gloucester. He wrote 
legal poems for kings, while he dispersed wisdom and merriment for 
their subjects. 
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of London in the fourteenth century, and ^ the Prioresse 
and hei three Wooers," that exquisitely ludicrous narratiye 
ballad for the people.* 

Ritson, whose rabid hostility to the clerical character 
was part <^ his constitutional malady, whether it related 
lo " a mendacious prelate," or " a stinking monk," after 
having expended twenty pages in the mere enumeration of 
the titles of Lydgate's writings, heartlessly hints at the 
'' cart^k>ads of rubbish of a voluminous poetaster ; a prosaic 
and drivelling monk." And this is greedily seized on by 
the hand of the bibliographer. Percy, and Ellis too, men- 
tion Dan Lydgate with contempt. Critics often find it 
convenient to resemble dogs by barking one after the other, 
without any other cause than the first bark of a brother, 
who had only bayed the moon. It now seemed concluded 
that the rhyming monk was to be dismissed for ever. A 
very credible witness, however, at last deposed that " Lyd- 
gate has been oftener abused than read."t And now, Mr. 
Hallam tells us that " Gray, no light authority, speaks more 
favorably of Lydgate than either Warton or Ellis," and 
this nervous writer, with his accustomed correct discern- 
ment, has alleged a valid reason why Gray excelled them 
in this criticism ; for " great poets have often the taste to 

* While this vdome is passing through the press, " A Selectioa 
from the Minor Poems of Lydgate" has been edited by Mr. Halli- 
well. The versatility of Lydgate's poetical skill is advantageously 
shown in his comic satire, and his ethics drawn from a deep insight 
into human nature. The editor suggests a new reading for the title 
of the ballad of '< London Lick-penny" more suitable to the misad- 
ventures of its hero — << London Lack-penny g" for London could 
not lick a penny from the forlorn hero who had not one to offer to it. 
GaosEy probably taken by the humorous designation, has placed it 
among his local proverbs. 

The tale of the Prioress and her three Wooers is one of the hap- 
piest fabliaux. Mr. Campbell transcribed *« the merrie tale" for his 
%)ecimens, when he discovered that a preceding forager had antici- 
pated him in Mr. Jamieson, who has preserved it in his <^ Popular 
Ballads," i., 253. 

f Turner's Hist of England^ v. 

Vol. I.— 19 
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discern, and the candor to acknowledge, those beauties 
which are latent amid the tedious dulness of their humbler 
brethren." 

Warton has, however, afforded three copious chapters on 
Lydgate, which are half as much as his enthusiasm be- 
stowed on Chaucer. A Gothic monk, composing ancient 
romances, was a subject too congenial to have been neg- 
lected^ by the historian of our poetry, and he has limned 
and illuminated the feudal priest, with the love of the vo- 
tary, who deemed, in his " lone-hours," 

«« Nor rough nor barren are the winding ways 
Of hoar antiquity, but strown with flowers." 

His miniature is exquisitely touched. " He was not only 
the poet of his monastery, but of the world in general. If 
a disguising was intended by the company of Goldsmiths ; 
a mask before his majesty ; a may-game for the sheriffs 
and aldermen of London ; a mumming before the lord-may- 
or ; a procession of pageants for the festival of Corpus 
Christi, or a carol for the coronation ; Lydgate was con- 
sulted, and gave the poetry."* 

Mr. Hallam objects that " the attention fails in the 
school-boy stories of Thebes and Troy — but it seems 
probable that Lydgate would have been a better poet in 
satire upon his own times, or delineation of their manners ; 
themes which would have gratified us much more than 
the fate of princes." 

This is relatively true ; true as regards some of us, but 
not at all as respects Lydgate, nor the people of his age, 
nor the king and the princes who commanded themes con- 

* I may point out the raw material which our poetical antiquary 
has here worked up with such perfect eflfect in this picturesque enu- 
meration. Appended to Speght's Chaucer, that editor furnished a 
very curious list of about a hundred works by Lydgate, which were 
in his own possession. Most of the singular poetical exhibitions 
here enumerated are mentioned toward the end of that list, and 
which Warton has happily appropriated, and so turned a dry cata- 
logue into a poetical picture. 
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genial with their military character, and their simple tastes, 
romantically charming the readers of two centuries. If 
our critic, in the exercise of his energetic faculties, liyes 
out of the necromancy of the old Romaunt, afar from 
Thebes and Troy, Thomas Warton was cradled among the 
children of fancy, and in his rovings had tasted their wild 
honey. The only works of Lydgate which attracted his 
attention, were precisely these tedious " Fate of Princes" 
and " the Troy Book." 

The other modern critics, Ritson, Percy, and Ellis, had 
but a slight knowledge of Dan* Lydgate. They have 
generally acted on the pressure of the moment, to get up a 
hasty court of Pie-poudre — that fugitive tribunal held at 
fairs — to determine on the case of a culprit even before 
they could shake the dust off their feet. But time calls for 
an arrest of hasty judgments, or brings forward some illus- 
trious advocate to reverse the judicial decision, or set forth 
the misfortunes of the accused. Two, most eminent in 
genius, stand by the side of the monk of Bury, Coleridge 
and Gray. Coleridge has left us his protest in favor of 
Lydgate, for he deeply regrets that in the general collec- 
tion of our poets, the unpoetic editor *' had not substituted 
the whole of Lydgate* s works from the manuscript extant^ 
for the almost worthless Gower.f Gray alone has taken 
an enlarged view of the state of our poetry and our lan- 
guage at this period. When that master-spirit abandoned 
the history of our poetry from his fastidious delicacy or 

* Dan, as Ritson tells us, is a title given to the individuals of cer- 
tain religious orders, from the barbarous Latin Domnus a variation 
of Dominusy or the French Dam or Dom» Dan bec€une a corrup- 
tion of Don for Dominus. The title afterward extended to persons 
of respectable condition, as vague as our complimentary esquire. It 
was applied to Chaucer by Spenser, and when obsolete it became 
jocular ; for we have " Dan Cupid." Prior renewed it with ludi- 
crous gravity when telling a tale which he had from " Dan Pope.'* 
It is still used in an honorable sense by the Spaniards in their Don. 

t Literary Remains^ ii., 130. 
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from his learned indolence, because Warton had projected 
it, English literatnro sustained an irreparable loes* Ib 
Gray surely we have lost a literary historian, such as the 
world has not yet had ; so rare is that genius who happily 
combines qualities apparently incompatible. In his supe- 
rior learning, his subtile taste, his deeper thought, and his 
more rigorous sense, we should have found the elements 
of a more philosophical criticism, with a more searching 
and comprehensive intellect, than can be awarded to our old 
favorite Thomas Warton. In the neglected quartoes of Gra3r 
we discover that the poet had set earnestly to work on the 
archaiology of our poetry ; we also find in his works those 
noble versions of the northern Scalds, and the Welsh bards, 
which he designed to have introduced into his history ; tlias 
to have impressed on us a perfect notion of a national po- 
etry, by poetry itself; a rare good fortune, which does not 
enliven the toil of prosaic critics or verbal interpreters. 
Gray had found the manuscripts of Lydgate at Cambridge, 
and has made them a vehicle for the most beautiful disqui- 
sitions. On a passage in Lydgate, the poet-critic develops 
a curious occurrence in the history of the poetic art — 
namely, that proneness to minute circumstances which 
lengthens the strains of our elder poets, and which the im- 
patience of modem taste rejects as tediousness ; yet this 
will be found to be " the essence of poetry and oratory.** 
This topic is important, and as I can neither add nor dare 
to take away from this perfect criticism, I submit to the 
task of transcribing what I am sure will come to most of 
my readers in all its freshness and novelty. 



* The great poet has leflt two or three most precious fragments; 
but these have long been buried in those ill-fated quartoes, consistiiig 
chiefly of notes on Greek and on Plato, which Matthias published 
with extraordinary pomp ; and, so he used to say, as a mooume&t 
for himself as well as the bard — a monument which his egregious 
self-complacency lived to witness, partook more of the properties of 
a tomb-stone than the glory of a column. 
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Our ancient poet seems to be apologising for telling long 
8torie9y which he asserts cannot be told in '* wodes few." 

" For a storye which is not plainly told. 
But constreyned under toordes few 
For lack of truth, wher they ben new or olde, 
Men by reporte cannot the matter shewe j 
These oak^s greats be not down yhewe 
First at a stroke, but by a long processe ; 
Nor long stories a word may not expresse,'* 

I^ydgjite, in his " FdU of Princes J* 

On this Gray has delivered the following observation : — 
" These * long processes' indeed suited wonderfully with 
the attention and simple curiosity of the age in which Lyd- 
gate lived ; many a stroke have he and the best of his con« 
temporaries spent upon a sturdy old story, till they had 
blunted their own edge and that of their readers — at least 
a modem reader will find it so : but it is a folly to judge of 
the understanding and patience of those times by our own. 
They loved, I will not say tediousness, but length and a 
a train of circumstances in a narration. The vulgar do so 
still : it gives an air of reality to facts ; it fixes the atten- 
tion ; raises and keeps in suspense their expectation, and 
supplies the defects of their little and lifeless imagination ; 
and it keeps pace with the slow motion of their own 
thoughts. Tell them a story as you would tell it to a man 
of wit; it will appear to them as an object seen in the 
night by a flash of lightning : but when you have placed it 
in various lights and in various positions, they will come at 
last to see and feel it as well as others. But we need not 
confine ourselves to the vulgar and to understandings be- 
neath our own. Circumstance ever was and ever will 
be the life and the essence both of oratory and of poetry. 
It has in some sort of the same efiect upon every mind that 
it has upon that of the populace ; and I fear the quickness 
aud delicate impatience of these polished times in which we 
live, are but the fore-runners of the decline of all those 
beautiful arts which depend upon the imagination. Homer, 

19* 
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the father of cireumstancef has occasion for the same tpol- 
ogy which I am making for Lydgate and for his prede* 
cessors."* 

At the Monastery of Bury we might have listened to 
that Gothic monk's " goodly tale," or " notable proverb of 
iBsopus" for the nonce ; or saintly legend, or '' merrie ba- 
lade ;" or the story of " Thebes," which the scholar took 
up from his master Chaucer ; or that from " Bochas" and 
Guido Colonna's " Troy-book :" but too numerous were the 
volumes to tell, and too voluminous was many a volume. 
Verbose and diffuse, yet clear and fluent, ran his phrase ; 
too minutely copious were his descriptions, yet the deline- 
ations seemed the more graphical ; his verse too long or 
too short, halts in his measures till we fall in the minstrel's 
<* metring," and lines break forth, beautiful as as any in out 
day. He expands the same image, and loses all likeness 
in a prolix simile, for his readers were not so impatient as 
ourselves. These poets suflered or enjoyed a fatal facility 
of rhyming, lost for us, from the use of polysyllabic words 
from the French and the Latin accented on the last sylla^ 
ble, a custom continued by the Scots ; and these provided 
them with too ready an abundance of poetic terminations 
or rhymes, tending to make their poems voluminous. The 
art of selection is the art of an age less florid and more 
fjEwtidlous, but not always more genial or more inventive. 
The pruning-hook was not in use when planters were too 
eager to gather the first fruits from the trees which their 
own hands had put into the earth. 

Alas ! — apologies only leave irremediable faults as they 
were ! The tediousness of Dan Lydgate remains as lan- 
guid, his verse as halting, and " Thebes" and « Trojr" as 
desolate, as we found them ! 

Let us, however, be reminded, that he who wholly neg- 
lects the study of our ancient poets must submit to the loss 
of knowledge which a philosopher would value ; the man- 

• Gray's Works by Matthias, ii,, p. 60. 
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nen of the age, the modes of feeling, the stieam of thought, 
the virgm fancies, and that position which the human char- 
acter takes in distant ages — these will imbue his memory 
with the genius of his country and the eternal truth of 
authentic nature. No English poet should wholly resign 
these masses of vernacular poerty to the lone closet of the 
antiquary ; he who loves the gain of labor will excavate 
these quarries for their marble, for we know they are mar* 
ble, since many a noble column has been raised from these 
shapeless and unhewed blocks. 



i 



224 



THE INVENTION OF PRINTING. 

Printing remained as long as its first artificers could 
keep it a secret and occult art ; and it is the only one that 
ceaselessly operates all the miracles which the others had 
vainly promised. 

Who first thought to carve the wooden immoveable let- 
ters on blocks ? — to stamp the first sheet which ever was 
imprinted ? Or who, second in invention, but first in util- 
ity, imagined to cast the metal with fusile types, separate 
from each other ? — to fix this scattered alphabet in a form, 
and thus by one stroke write a thousand manuscripts, and, 
with the identical letters, multiply not a single work, but 
all sorts of works hereafter ? Was it fortunate chance, or 
deliberate meditation, or both in gradual discovery, which 
produced this invention ? In truth, we can neither detect 
the rude beginnings, nor hardly dare to fix on the begin- 
ners. The Origines Typographicts are, even at this late 
hour, provoking a fierce controversy, not only among those 
who live in the shades of their libraries, but with honest 
burghers ; for the glory of patriotism has connected itself 
with the invention of an art which came to us like a divine 
revelation in the history of man. But the place, the mode, 
and the person — the invention and the inventor — are the 
subjects of volumes ! Votaries of Fust, of Schofier, of 
Gutenberg, of Costar ! A sullen silence or a deadly feud 
is your only response. Ye jealous cities of Mentz, of 
Strasburg, and of Haarlem, each of ye have your armed 
champion at your gates !* 

* The city of Haarlem designs to erect a statue of Costar ; thus 
puhlicly, in the eyes of Europe, to vindicate the priority of this In- 
ventor of Typography. But a statue is not the final argument which| 
like the canon of monarchs (that ultima ratio regum)y will carry 
conviction on the spot it is placed. Mentz has already erected a 
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The mystical eulogist of the art of primdng, who de- 
clared that " the invention came from heaven," was not 
more at a loss to detect the origin than those who have 
sought for it among the earliest printers* Learned but 
angry disputants on the origin of printing, what if the art 
can boast of no single inventor, and was not the product oi 
a single act ? Consider the varieties of its practice, the 
change of wood to metal, the fixed to the movable type ; 
view the complexity of its machinery ; repeated attempts 
must often have preceded so many inventions ere they ter- 
minated in the great one. From the imperfect and contra- 
dictory notices of the early essays — and of the very ear- 
liest we may have no record — we must infer that the art, 
though secret, was progressive, and that many imperfect 
beginnings were going on at the same time in different 
places. 

Struck by the magnitude and the magnificence of the 
famous Bible of Fust, some have decided on the invention 
of the art by one of its most splendid results ; this, how- 
ever, is not in the usual course of human afifairs, nor in the 
nature of things. " The art of printing," observes Dr, 
Cotton, in his introduction, " was brought almost to perfec- 
tion in its infancy ; so that, like Minerva, it may be said 
to have sprung to life, mature, vigorous, and armed for 
war." But in the article " Moguntia, or Mentz," this acute 

statue of Gutenberg. I have no doubt that, in the present state of 
agitation, both these statues will have much to say to one another, 
as the mystical Pasquin and Marforio of typography. 

• " Some Observations on the Use and Original of the noble Art 
and Mystery of Printing, by F. Barges; Norwich, 1701.** This is 
declared to be the first book printed at Norwich ; where it appears 
that the establishment of a printing-office, so late as in 1701, en- 
countered a stem opposition from its sage citizens. The writer did 
not know that as far back as 1570, a Dutch printer had exercised 
the novel art by printing religious books for a community of Dutch 
emigrants who had taken refuge at Norwich, according to the recent 
discovery of Dr. Cotton in his "Typographical Gazetteer" — a vol- 
ume abounding with the most vigorous researches. 
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researcher states that " after all that has been written with 
such angry feelings upon the long-contested question of the 
origin of the art of printing, Mentz appears still to pre- 
serve the best-founded claim to the hcmor of being the 
birth-place of the typographic art ; because," he adds, " the 
specimens adduced in favor of Haarlem and Strasburg, 
even if we should allow their genuineness, are confessedly 
of a rude and imperfect execution^ We require no other 
evidence of the important fact, that the art, in its early 
stages, had to pass through many transitions — from the 
small school-books, or Donatuses, of Costar, to the splen- 
did Bible of Fust. Had the art been borrowed or stolen 
from a single source, according to the popular tradition, 
the works would have borne a more fraternal resemblance, 
and have evinced less inferiority of execution ; but if sev- 
eral persons at the same time were working in secrecy, 
each by his own method, their differences and their inferi- 
ority would produce " the rude and imperfect specimens." 
Mr. Hallam has suffered his strong emotion on the great- 
ness of the invention to reflect itself back on the humble 
discoverers themselves ; and, unusual with his searching 
inquiries, calls once more on Dr. Cotton's Minerva, but 
with a more celestial panoply. "The high-minded invent- 
ors of this great art tried, at the very outset, so bold a flight 
as the printing an entire Bible. It was Minerva leaping on 
earth, in her divine strength and radiant armor, ready at 
the moment of her nativity to subdue and destroy her ene- 
mies."* The Bible called the Mazarine Bible, thus dis- 
tinguished from having been found in the Cardinal's library, 
remains still a miracle of typography, not only for its type, 
but for the quality of the paper and the sparkling blackness 
of its ink.f The success of the art was established by this 
Bible ; but the goldsmith Fust, who himself was no printer, 
was no otherwise " high-minded," than by the usurious 

• Hallam's Introduction to the Literature of Eiu'ope, i., 211. 
t Twenty copies of this famous Bible exist ; one is preserved in 
our Royal Library. 



THE INVENTION OF PRINTING. " 227 

-pnoes he speculated on for.this innocent imposture of vend- 
ing vrhat was now a printed book for a manuscript copy ! 
. No refined considerations of the nature and the univer- 
sal consequences of their discovery seem to have instigated 
the earliest printers ; this is evident, by the perpetual 
jealousy and the mystifying style by which they long at- 
tempted to hide that secret monopoly which they had now 
obtained. 

t. The first notions of printing might have reached Eu- 
rope from China. Our first block-printing seems imitated 
from the Chinese, who print with blocks of wood on one 
side of the paper, as was done in the earliest essays of 
printing ; and the Chinese seem also to have suggested 
the use of a thick black ink. European traders might have 
imported some fugitive leaves ; their route has even been 
indicated, from Tartary, by the way of Russia ; and from 
China and Japan, through the Indies and the Arabian Gulf. 
The great antiquity of printing in China has been ascer- 
tained. Du Halde and the missionary Jesuits assert, that 
this art was practised by the Chinese half a century be- 
fore the Christian era ! At all events, it is evident that 
they exercised it many centuries before it was attempted 
in Europe. The history of gunpowder would illustrate the 
possibility of the same extraordinary invention occurring at 
distinct periods. Roger Bacon indicated the terrible in- 
gredients a hundred years before the monk Schwartz, 
about 1330, actually struck out the fiery explosion, and had 
the glory of its invention. Machines to convey to a dis- 
tance the thunder and the lightning described by their dis- 
coverers were not long after produced. But it would have 
astonished these inventors to have learned, that guns had 
been used as early as the year 85 a. d., and that the fatal 
powder had been invented previously by the Chinese. 
Well might the philosophical Langles be struck by " the 
singular coincidence of the invention in Europe of the 
compass, of gunpowder, and of printing, about the same 
period, within a century." These three mighty agents in 
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human affairs bave been traced to that wary and literaiy 
nation, who, though they prohibit all intercourse with •* any 
barbarian eye," might have suffered these sublime inyen- 
tions to steal away over " their great wall." 

What has happened to the art of printing also occurred 
to the sister art of engraving on copper. Tradition had 
ascribed the invention as the accidental discovery of the 
goldsmith Maso Finiguerra. But the Germans insist that 
they possess engravings before the days of the Italian art- 
ist ; and it is not doubtful that several of the compatriots of 
Finiguerra were equally practising the art with himself. 
Heinecken would arbitrate between the jealous patriots ; 
be concedes that Yasari might ascribe the invention of the 
art in Italy to Finiguerra, yet that engraving might have 
been practised in Germany, though unknown in Italy. 
Buonarotti, the great judge of all art, was sensible that in 
this sort of invention every artist makes his own discove- 
ries. Alluding to the art of engraving, he says, " it would 
be sufficient to ocasion our astonishment, that the ancients 
did not discover the art of chalcography, were it not known 
that discoveries of this sort generally occur accidentally to 
the mechanics in the exercise of their calling."* On this 
principle we may confidently rest. All the early printers, 
like the rivals of Finiguerra at home, and his unknown 
concurrents in Germany, were proceeding with the same 
art, and might urge their distinct claims. 

The natural magic of concave and convex lenses, those 
miracles of optical science, one of which searches nature 
when she eludes the eye, and the other approximates the 
remotest star — the microscope and the telescope ; who 
were their inventors, and how have those inventions hap- 
pened ? These instruments appeared about the same time. 
The Germans ascribe the invention of the microscope to a 
Dutchman, one DrebeU ; while the Neapolitan Fontana 
claims the anterior invention ; but which Viviani, the 

. • OtUey's « Inquiry into the Early History of Eiigravuig.*» 
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Bcbolar of Galileo, asserts, from his own knowledge, was 
presented to the king of Poland by that father of modem 
philosophy, long anterior to the date fixed on by the Ger- 
mans. The history of the telescope offers a similar result. 
Fracastorius may have accidentally combined two lenses ; 
bnt he neither specified the form nor the quality ; and in 
these consisted the real discovery, which we find in Bap- 
tista Porta, and which subsequently was perfected by Gal- 
ileo. The invention of the art of printing seems a parallel 
one. It appeared in various quarters about the same time ; 
and in the process of successive attempts, by intimation, 
by conjecture, and by experiment, each artificer insensibly 
advanced into a more perfect invention ; till some fortunate 
claimant for the discovery puts aside all preceding essay- 
ists, who, not without some claims to the invention, leave 
their advocates in another generation to dispute about their 
rights, which are buried in oblivion, or falsified by tradi- 
tional legends. 

Thus it has happened, that obscure traditions envelop 
the origin of some of the most interesting inventions. Had 
these ingenious discoveries been as simple and as positive 
as their historians oppositely maintain, these origins had not 
admitted of such interminable disputes. We may, there- 
fore, reasonably suspect that the practitioners in every art 
which has reached to almost a perfect state, such as that 
of printing, have silently borrowed from one another ; that 
there has often existed a secret connexion in things, and a 
reciprocal observation in the intercourse of men alike in- 
tent on the same object ; that countries have insensibly 
transferred a portion of their knowledge to their neighbors ; 
that travellers in every era have imparted their novelties, 
hints however crude, descriptions however imperfect ; all 
such slight notices escape the detection of an historian; 
nothing can reach him but the excellence of some success- 
ful artist. In vain rival concurrents dispute the invention ; 
the patriotic historian of the art clings to his people or his 
city, to fix the inventor and the invention, and promulgates 

Vol. 1—20 
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fairy tales to authenticate the most uncertain evidenoe.^ 
The history of printing illustrates this view of its origin. 
The invention has been long ascribed to Gutenberg, yet 
some have made it doubtful whether this presumed father 
of the art ever succeeded in printing a book, for we are 
assured that no colophon has revealed his name. We 
hear of his attempts, and of his disappointments, his bick- 
erings and his law-suits. He seems to have been a specu- 
lative bungler in a new-found art, which he mysteriously 
hinted was to make a man's fortune. The goldsmith Fust 
advanced a capital in search of the novel alchymy — the 
project ends in a law-suit, the goldsmith gains his cause, 
and the projector is discharged. Gutenberg lures another 
simple soul, and the same golden dream vanishes in the 
dreaming. These copartners, evidently tired of an art 
which had not yet found an artist, a young man, probably 
improving on Gutenberg's blunders, one happy day dis- 
played to the eyes of his master, Fust, a proof pulled from 
his own press. In rapture, the master confers on this Pe- 
ter SchoBffer a share of his future fortunes ; and to bind the 
apprentice by the safest ties of consanguinity, led the swart 
youth, glorious with printer's ink, to the fair hand of his 
yoimg daughter. The new partnership produced their 
famed Psalter of 1457; and shortly followed their magnifi- 
cent Bible. 

While these events were occurring, Costar, of Haarlem, 

• Dr. Wetter of Mentz has lately shown, that, contrary to the 
common opinion, Gutenberg himself printed long with loooden hMui 
and that, instead of the invention of moveable types having been the 
result of long study, it arose out of a*' sudden fancy, ^^ 

How the doctor has authenticated «« the sudden fancy,** I know 
not, but the apotheosis has passed. In three successive days, in the 
month of August, 1837, all Mentz congregated to worship the statue, 
by Thorwaldsen, of their ancient citizen in the square that hence- 
forward bears his name. A chorus of seven hundred voices re- 
sounded the laud of the German printer ; the flags in the regatta 
waved to his honor ; and the festival rejoiced the city : and when 
the figure of Gutenberg was unveiled, tlie artillery, the music, and 
the people'^8 voices, blending together, seemed to echo in the skies. 
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plodding on with the same << noble mjBt&gf** but only 
printhig on one side of a leaf, not having yet discovered 
that a leaf might be contrived to contain two pages* The 
partisans of Coetar assert that it was proved he substituted 
moveable for fixed letters ; which was a giant's footstep in 
this new path. A faithless servant ran off with the secret* 
The history of printing abounds with such tales. Every 
step in the progress of the newly-invented art indicates its 
gradual accessions. The numbering of the pages was not 
thought of for a considerable time ; the leaves were long 
only distinguished by letters or signatures — a custom still 
preserved, though apparently superfluous. 

There is something attractive for rational curiosity in the 
earliest beginnings of every art ; every slight improvement^ 
even though trivial, has its motive, and supplies some want. 
On this principle the history of punctuation enters into the 
history of literature. Caxton had the merit of introducing 
the Roman pointing as used in Italy ; and his successor, 
Pinson triumphed by domiciliating the Roman letter. The 
dash, or perpendicular line, thus, | was the only punctua* 
tion they used. It was, however, discovered that "the 
craft of poynting well used makes the sentence very light." 
The more elegant comma supplanted the long uncouth | ; 
the colon was a refinement, " showing that there is more 
to come." But the semicolon was a Latin delicacy which 
the obtuse English typographer resisted. So late as 1580 
and 1590 treatises on orthography do not recognise any 
such innovator; the Bible of 1592, though printed with 
appropriate accuracy, is without a semicolon ; but in 1633 
its full rights are established by Charles Butler's English 
Grammar. In this chronology of the four points of punc- 
tuation it is evident that Shakspere could never have used 
the semicolon ; a circumstance which the profound George 
Chalmers mourns over, opining that semicolons would often 
have saved the poet from his commentators. 

Fust had bound his workmen to secrecy by the solen^ 
nity of an oath ; but at the siege of Mentz that freemasonry 
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or the book he printed, appears by a liTely inreatigstion of 
Dr. Cotton ;* and I have been assured of a circnmstaitce, 
which, if true, would render the story of Corsellis proba- 
ble ; it is that a family of this name may still be foimd 
in Oxfordshire. The whole history has, however, by some 
been considered as supposititious, standing on the single 
evidence of a. Sir Richard Atkyns, a servile lawyer and 
royalist of no great character in the days of Charles the 
Second-t Grafting his tale on the accident of the dale of 
^8 book, he had a covert design, to maintain a theory or 
a right that printing was " a flower of the crown," consti- 
tuting the sovereign the printer of England ! all others be- 
ing his servants. This enormous prevention of the abuses 
of the press was not deemed too extravagant for those des- 
perate times. 

The only certainty in the history of printing, after all 
the fables of its origin, is its native place. It is a German 
romance enlivened by some mysterious adventures, wanting 
only the opening pages, which no one can supply.J Even 
Ithe most philosophic of bibliographers, Daunou, titters a 
■cry of despair, and moreover, at this late day, a 

1 decide on the nature of the influence of the art of 
ipjintiagl "We live too near the epoch of the discovery 

" Typographical Gazetteer," art. OiomA. 
1 prinleJ books, having no prinle 
y have been printed bf CorEcUis, or anf one 
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of printing to judge accurately of its influence, and too far 
from it to know the circumstances which gave birth to it." 
Our sage seems to think that another cycle of at least a 
thousand years must pass away ere we can decide on the 
real influence of printing over the destinies of man : this 
new tree of knowledge bears other fruit than that of its 
own sweetness, source of good and evil, of sense and of 
nonsense ! whence we pluck the windy fruitage of opin- 
ions, crude and changeable ! 

How has it happened that such a plain story as that of 
the art of printing should have sunk into a romance? 
Solely because the monopolizers dreaded discovery. It 
originated in deception, and could only flourish for their 
commercial spirit in mysterious obscurity. Among the first 
artisans of printing every one sought to hide his work, and 
even to blind the workmen. After their operations they 
cautiously unscrewed the four sides of their forms, and 
threw the scattered type beneath, for, as one craftily ob- 
served to his partner, " When the component parts of the 
press are in pieces, no one will understand what they 
mean !" One of the early printers of the fifteenth century 
at Mutina, or Modena, professes his press to have been in 
(sdibus suhterraneis — doubtless, if possible, still furdier to 
darken the occult mystery. They delivered themselves in 
a mystical style when they alluded to their unnamed art, 
and impressed on the marvelling reader that the volume he 
held in his hand was the work of some supernatural agency. 
They announced that the volumes in this newly-found art 
were " neither drawn, nor written with a pen and ink, as 
all books before had been." In the " Recuyel of the His- 
toryes of Troye,** our honest printer, plain Caxton, caught 
the hyperbolical style of the dark, monopolising spirit of 
the confraternity. I give his words, having first spelt them. 
" I have practised and learned at my great charge and 
dispense to ordain [put in order] this said book in print 
after the manner and form as ye may here see, and is not 
written with pen and ink as other books be, to the end that 
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ever^ man may have them AT ONCE ; for all ike books of 
this story, thus imprinted as ye see, were begun in one day, 
and also finished in one day." A volume of more than seven 
hundred folio pages, *' begun and finished in one day," was 
not the less marvellous for being impossible. But for the 
times was the style ! Caxton would keep up the wonder 
and the mystery of an art which men did not yet compre- 
hend ; and because a whole sheet might have been printed 
in one day, and was all at once pulled off, and not line by 
line, our venerable printer mystified the world. And all 
this was said at a time when so slow was the process of 
transcription, that one hundred Bibles could not be pro- 
cured under the expense of seven thousand days, or of 
nearly twenty years' labor. Honest men, too eager in their 
zeal, particularly when their personal interests are at stake, 
sometimes strain truth on the tenter-hooks of fiction. The 
false miracle which our primeval printer professed he had 
performed we seem to have realized : it is amusing to con* 
ceive the wonderment of Caxton, were he now among us, 
to view the steam working that cylindrical machine which 
disperses the words of a speaker throughout the whole na- 
tion, when the voice that uttered them is still lingering on 
our ear! 
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The ambitious wars of a potent aristocracy inflicted oii 
tliis country half a century of public misery. Our fields 
were a soil of blood ; and maternal England long mourned 
for victories she obtained over her own children — lord 
against lord, brother against brother, and the son against 
the father. Rival administrations alternately dispossess 
each other by sangidnary conflict ; a new monarch attaints 
the friends of his predecessor ; conspiracy rises against 
conspiracy — scaflbld against scaflbld ; the king is re-en- 
throned — the king perished in the Tower ; York is tri- 
umphant — and York is annihilated. 

Few great families there were, who had not inunolated 
their martyrs or their victims ; and it frequently occurred 
that the same family had fallen equally on both sides, for 
it was a war of the aristocracy with the aristocracy: " Save 
the commons and kill the captains," was the general war- 
cry. The distracted people were perhaps indiflfeient to 
the varying fortunes of the parties, accustomed as they 
were to behold after each battle the heads of lords and 
knights raised on every bridge and gate. 

During this dread interval, all things about us were 
thrown back into a state of the rudest infancy : the illiter- 
ature of the age approached to barbarism ; the evidences of 
history were destroyed ; there was such a paucity of read- 
ers, that no writers were foimd to commemorate contempo- 
rary events. Indeed, had there been any, who could have 
ventured to arbitrate between such contradictory accounts, 
where every party had to tell their own tale ? Oblivion, 
not history, seemed to be the consolation of those misera- 
ble times. 

It was at such an unhappy era that the new-found art 
of printing was introduced into England by an English 
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trader, who, for thirty years, bad passed liis life in Flan- 
ders, conversant with no other languages that were used in 
those countries. 

Our literature was interested in the intellectual character 
of our first English printer. A powerful mind might by the 
novel and mighty instrument of thought have created a na* 
tional taste, or have sown that seed of curiosity without 
which no knowledge can be reared. Such a genius might 
have anticipated by a whole century that general passion 
for sound literature which was afterward to distinguish our 
country. But neither the times nor the man were equal to 
such a glorious advancement. 

The first printed book in the English language was not 
printed in England. It is a translation of Rioul le Fevre's 
" Recuyel of the Historyes of Troye," famed in its own 
day as the most romantic history, and in ours, for the honor 
of bibliography, romantically valued at the cost of a thousand 
guineas. This first monument of EngUsh printing issued 
from the infant press at Cologne in 1471, where Caxton 
first became initiated in " the noble mystery and craft" of 
printing, when printing was yet truly a " mystery," and 
Caxton himself did not import the art which was to effect 
such an intellectual revolution till a year or two afterward, 
on his return home. The first printer, it is evident, had no 
other conception of the machine he was about to give the 
nation than as an ingenious contrivance, or a cheap substi- 
tute for costly manuscripts — possibly he might, in his cal- 
culating prudence, even be doubtful of its success ! 

At the announcement of the first printed book in our ver- 
nacular idiom, the mind involuntarily pauses : looking on 
the humble origin of our bibliography, and on the obscure 
commencement of the newly-found art of printing itself, we 
are startled at the vast and complicate results. 

The contemporaries of our first printer were not struck 
by their novel and precious possession, of which they par- 
ticipated in the first fruits in the circulation and multiplica- 
tion of their volumes. The introduction of the art into Eng- 
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land is wholly unnoticed by the chroniclers of the age, so 
unconscious they were of this new implement of the human 
mind. We find Fabian, who must have known Caxton 
personally — both being members of the Mercer's Com- 
pany — passing unnoticed his Mend ; and instead of any 
account of the printing-press, we have only such things as 
" a new weather-cock placed on the cross of St. Paul's 
steeple." Hall, so copious in curious matters, discovered 
no curiosity to memorialise in the printing-press ; Grafton 
was too heedless ; and Holinshed, the most complete of 
our chroniclers, seems to have had an intention of sa3dng 
something by his insertion of a single line, noticing the 
name of " Caxton as the first practiser of the art of print- 
ing ;" but he was more seriously intent in the same para- 
graph to give a narrative of " a bloody rain, the red drops 
falling on the sheets which had been hanged to dry." The 
history of printing in England has been vainly sought for 
among English historians ; so little sensible were they to 
those expansive views and elevated conceptions, which are 
now too common-place eulogies to repeat. 

By what subdolous practices &mong the first inventors of 
this secret art Caxton obtained its mastery, we are not told, 
except that he learned the new art '' at his own great cost 
and expense ;" and on his final return home, he was ac- 
companied by foreigners who lived in his house, and after 
his death became his successors. Wynkjna de Words, 
Pinson, Machlinia and others, by their names betray their 
German origin. We have recently discovered that we had 
even a French printer who printed English books. Fran- 
cis Regnault (or Reynold, anglicised) was a Frenchman 
who fell under the displeasure of the Inquisition for print- 
ing the Bible in English. He resided in England, and had 
in hand a number of primers in English and other similar 
books, which at length excited the jealousy of the Con^panf 
of Booksellers in London — in the reign of Henry the 
Eighth. To lay this bibliopolic storm, the afirightened 
French printer, with all his stock in hand, procured Cover* 
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dale and Grafton to intercede with Cromwell to grant him 
a lioense to sell what he had already printed, engaging 
hereafter " to print no more in the English Tongue imless 
he have an Englishman that is learned to be his corrector ;" 
and fiirther, he offers to cancel and reprint any faulty leaf 
again.* 

Caxton did not extend his views beyond those of a mer- 
cantile printer and an indifferent translator. As a writer, 
Caxton had reason to speak with humility of the style of 
his vernacular versions. His patroness, Uie Lady Marga^ 
ret, sister to our Edward the Fourth, and dutchess of Bur- 
gundy, after inspecting some quires of his translation of 
the " Recuyel of the Historyes of Troye," returned them, 
finding, as Caxton ingenuously acknowledges, " some de- 
fault in his English which she commanded him to amend." 
Tyrwhit sarcastically observes, that the dutchess might 
have been a purist. As we are not told what were these 
" defaults," we cannot decide on the good taste or the fas- 
tidiousness of the sister of Edward the Fourth. But the 
dutchess was not the only critic whom Caxton had to en- 
counter, for we learn by his preface to his "Boke of 
JSneydos compiled by Virgil," now metamorphosed into a 
barbarous French prose romance, and the French transla- 
tion translated, that there were " gentlemen who of late 
have blamed me that in my translations I had over-curious 
terms which could not be understood by common people. 
I fain would satisfy every man." He apologises for his 
own style by alleging the unsettled state of the English lan- 
guage, of which he tells us that ^' the language now used 
Tarieth far from that which was used and spoken when I 
was bom." An absence of thirty years from his native 
land did not improve a diction which originally had been 
none of the purest. We find in his translations an 'abun- 
dance of pure French words, and it is remarkable that the 
printer of the third edition of the Troy history, in 1607, 

• SUte Papers of Henry the Eighth, vol. i., 689. 
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altered whole sentences " into plainer English," alleging, 
" the translator, William Caxton, being, as it seemeth, no 
Englishman !" 

The " curious" prices now given among the connoisseurs 
of our earliest typography, for their " Caictons," as his 
Gothic works are thus honorably distinguished, have in- 
duced some, conforming to traditional prejudice, to appre- 
ciate by the same fanciful value " the Caxtonian style.** 
But though we are not acquainted with the " defaults" 
which ofFendeth the Lady Margaret, nor with the " terms 
which were not easily understood," as alleged by " the 
gentlemen," nor with " the sentences improperly Eng- 
Ushed," as the later printer declared, we shall not, I sus- 
pect, fall short of the mark if we conclude that the style of 
a writer destitute of a literary education, a prolix genius 
with a lax verbosity, and almost a foreigner in his native 
idiom, could not attain to any skill or felicity in the mater- 
nal tongue. 

As a printer, without erudition, Ca3i[ton would naturally 
accommodate himself to the tastes of his age, and it was 
therefore a consequence that no great author appears among 
" the Caxtons." The most glorious issues of his press 
were a Chaucer and a Gower, wherein he was simply a 
printer. The rest of his works are translations of fabulous 
histories, and those spurious writings of the monkish ages 
ascribed by ignorant transcribers to some ancient sage. 
He appears frequently to have been at a loss what book to 
print, and to have accidentally chosen the work in hand ; 
so he tells us — " Having no work in hand, I sitting in my 
study, where as lay many diverse paunflettes and bookys, 
happened that to my hand came a lytel boke in Frenchi 
which late was translated out of Latin by some noble clerk 
of France, which book is named iEneydos." And this 
was the origin of his puerile romance ! He exercised no 
discrimination in his selection of authors, and the simpli- 
city of our first printer far exceeded his learning. One of 
his greater works is " The noble History of King Arthur 
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and of certain of his Knights." Caxton, who had charmed 
himself and his ignorant readers with his authentic ** ^ney- 
dos," hesitated to print " this history," for there were dif- 
ferent opinions that " there was no such Arthur, and that 
all such books as be made of him be but feigned and fa- 
bles." It would be difficult to account for the skepticism 
of one who always found the marvellous more delectable 
than the natural, and who had published so many " feigned" 
histories — as " The veray trew History of the valiant 
Knight Jason," or the " Life of Hercules," and all " The 
Merveilles of VirgiPs Necromancy," solemnly vouching for 
their verity ! His sudden scruples were, however, relieved, 
when " a gentleman" assured our printer that " it was great 
folly and blindness in the disbelievers of this true history." 

In the early stage of civilization men want knowledge 
to feel any curiosity ; like children, they are only affected 
through the medium of their imagination. But it is a phe- 
nomenon in the history of the human mind, that at a period 
of refinement we may approximate to one of barbarism. 
This happens whenever the ruling passion wholly returns 
to fiction, and thus terminates in a reckless disregard for 
all other studies. Whenever history, severe and lofty, 
displaying men as they are, is degraded among the revels 
and the masques of romance ; and the slow inductions of 
reasoning, and the minute discoveries of research, and the 
nice affinities of analogy, are impatiently rejected, while 
fiction in her exaggerated style swells every object into a 
colossal size, and raises every passion into hjrperbolical 
violence ; a distaste for knowledge, and a coldness for 
truth, which must follow, are fatal to the sanity of the in- 
tellect. And thus in the day of our refinement we may be 
reverting to our barbarous infancy. 

Caxton, mindful of his commercial interests and the 
tastes of his readers, left the glory of restoring the clas- 
sical writers of antiquity, which he could not read, to the 
learned printers of Italy.* The Orator of Cicero, the his- 

• We have Caxton's own confession in his preface to " The Book 

Vol. L — 21 
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tories of Herodotus and Polybius, the ethics of Seneoa, 
and the elaborate volumes of St. Austin, were some of the 
rich fruits of the early typography of the German printers 
who had conveyed their new art to the Neapolitan monas- 
tery of Subiaco. Our English printer, indeed, might have 
heard of their ill-fortune, when, in a petition to the Pope, 
they sent forth this cry — " Our house is full of proof- 
sheets, but we have nothing to eat !" The trivial produc- 
tions from Caxton's press, romantic or religious legends, 
and treatises on himting and hawking, and the moralities 
of the game of chess, with Reynard the Fox, were more 
amusing to the ignorant readers of his country ; but the 
national genius was little advanced by a succession of 
" mejrveillous workes ;" nor would the crude imformed 
tastes of the readers be matured by stimulating their inor- 
dinate appetites. The first printing press in England did 
not serve to raise the national taste out of its barbarous in- 
fancy. Caxton was not a genius to soar beyond his age, 
but he had the industry to keep pace with it, and with little 
judgment and less learning he found no impediment in his 
selection of authors or his progress in translation. 

Our earliest printed works consist of these translations 
of French translations ; and the historian of our poetry 
considered that this very circumstance, which originated 
in the general illiteracy of the times, was more favorable 
to our vernacular literature than would have been the pub- 
lication of Roman writers in their original language. Had 
it not been for these French versions, Caxton could not 
have furnished any of his own. The multiplication of 
English copies multiplied English readers, and when at 

of ^neydos," or the -3Eneid of Virgil, where, in soliciting the late- 
created poet-laureate in the University of Oxford, John Skelton, to 
oversee his prose translation of the French translation, he notices 
the translations of Skelton of " The Epistles of Tnlly, and the His- 
tory of Biodoms Siculns, out of Latin into English^" and as " one 
that had read YirgU, Ovid, Tully, and all the other noble poets and 
orators to mt unlciumm,^^ 
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length there was a generation of readers, an English press 
induced many to turn authors who were only qualified to 
write in their native tongue. 

Venerable shade of Caxtcm ! the award of the tribunal 
of posterity is a severe decision but an imprescriptible law ! 
Men who appear at certain eras of society, however they 
be lauded for what they have done, are still liable to be 
censured for not doing what they ought to have done. Pa- 
triarch of the printing-press I who to thy last and dying 
day withdrew not thy hand from thy work, it is hard that 
thou shouldst be amenable to a law which thy faculties 
were not adequate to comprehend ; surely thou mayst tri- 
umph, thou simple man ! amid the echoes of thy " Caxto* 
nians'' rejoicing over thy Gothic leaves — but the historian 
of the human mind is not the historian of typography. 
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There probably was a time when there existed no pri- 
vate libraries in the kingdom, nor any save the monastic ; 
that of Oxford, at the close of the thirteenth century, con- 
sisted of " a few tracts kept in chests." In that primeval 
age of book-collecting, shelves were not yet required. 
Royalty itself seems to have been destitute of a royal lib- 
rary. It appears, by one of our recently published records, 
that King John borrowed a volume from a rich abbey, and 
the king gave a receipt to Simon his Chancellor for " the 
book called Pliny," which had been in the custody of the 
Abbot and Convent of Reading. " The Romance of the 
History of England," with other volumes, have also royal 
receipts. The king had either deposited these volumes for 
security with the Abbot, or, what seems not improbable, 
had no established collection which could be deemed a 
library, and, as leisure or curiosity stimulated, commanded 
the loan of a volume. 

The borrowing of a volume was a serious concern in 
those days, and heavy was the pledge or the bond required 
for the loan. One of the regulations of the library of the 
Abbey of Croyland Ingulphus has given. It regards " the 
lending of their books, as well the smaller without pictures 
as the largers with pictures ;" any loan is forbidden under 
no less a penalty than that of excommunication, which 
might possibly be a severer punishment than the gaUows. 

Long after this period, our English libraries are said to 
have been smaller than those on the Continent ; and yet, 
one century and a half subsequently to the reign of John, 
the royal library of France, belonging to a monarch who 
loved literature, Jean le Bon, did not exceed ten volumes. 
In those days they had no idea of establishing a library ; 
the few volmnes which each monarch collected, at great 
cost, were always dispeise^ \i7 ^i\& at \^Q^tb%t& at their 
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deaths ; nothing passed to their successor but ihe missals, 
the hmurresy and the offices of their chapels. These mon- 
orchs of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, amid the 
preyailing ignorance of the age, had not adranced in their 
comprehension of the uses of a permanent library beyond 
their great predecessor of the ninth, for Charlemagne had 
ordered his book to be sold after his death, and the money 
given to the poor. 

Yet among these early French kings there were several 
who were lovers of books, and were not insensible of the 
value of a studious intercourse, anxious to procure transcri* 
bars and translators. A curious fact has been recorded of 
St. Louis, that, during his crusade in the East, having 
learned that a Saracen prince employed scribes to copy 
the best writings of philosophy for the use of students, on 
his return to France he adopted the same practice, and 
caused the Scriptures and the works of the Fathers to be 
transcribed from copies found in different abbe3rs. These 
volumes were deposited in a secure apartment, to which 
the learned might have access ; and he himself passed 
much of his time there, occupied in his favorite study, the 
writing of the Fathers.* 

Charles le Sage, in 1373, had a considerable library, 
amounting to nine hundred volumes. He placed this col- 
lection in one of the towers of the Louvre, hence denomi* 
mated the " Tour de la Librarie," and intrusted it to the 
custody of his valet-de-chambre, Gilles Malet, constituting 
him his librarian.! He was no common personage, for, 

♦ Essai Historique sur la Biblioth^ue du Roi, par M. Le Prince. 

f This Gilles Malet, who was also the king's reader, had great 
strength of character; he is thus described by Christine de Pise : — 
** Sonverainement bien lisoit, et bien xx)nttoit, et entendens horns 
estoit ;" " he read sovereignly well, with good punctuation, and was 
an understanding man." She has recorded a personal anecdote of 
him. One day a fatal accident happened to his child, but such was 
the discipline of official duties, that he did not interrupt his attend- 
ance on the king at the usual hour of reading. Thft U\u% ^3K«b% 
afterward heturd of the accident whicb bad 'beie&.^eiQL \)ii<& i»S^^ ^^ 

21* 
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great as was the care and ingenuity required, he drew up 
an inventory with his own hand of his royal library. In 
that early state of book-collecting, volumes had not always 
titles to denote their subjects, or they contained several in 
one volume ;* hence they are described by their outsides, 
their size, and their shape, their coverings and their clasps. 
This library of Charles the Fifth shines in extreme splen- 
dor, with its many-colored silks and velvets, azure and ver- 
meil, green and yellow, and its cloths of silver and of gold, 
each volume being distinctly described by the color and the 
material of its covering. This curious document of the 
fourteenth century still exists.f 

This library passed through strange vicissitudes. The 
volumes in the succeeding reigns were seized on, or pur- 
chased at a conqueror's price, by the Duke of Bedford, 
regent of France. Some he gave to his brother Hum- 
phrey, the Duke of Gloucester, and they formed a part of 
the rich collection which that prince presented to Oxford, 
there finally to be destroyed by a fanatical English mob ; 
others of the volumes found their way back to the Louvre, 
jepurchased by the French at London. The glorious mis- 
sal that bears the regent's name remains yet in this coun- 
try, the property of a wealthy individual. 

Accident has preserved a few catalogues of libraries of 
noblemen in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, more 
pleasant than erudite. In the fourteenth century, the vol- 
umes consisted for the greater part of those romances of 

his child, observed, " If the intrepidity of this man had not exceeded 
that which nature bestows upon ordinary men, his paternal emotion 
would not have allowed him to conceal his misfortune," 

* The reader may form some idea of the discordant arrangement 
of a volume of manuscripts by the following entries : — ''Un Livre 
qui conmience de Genesis, et aussi traite des fais Julius Cesar, 
appelle Suetoine."— "Un Livre en Frangois, en un volume, qui ce 
commence de Genesis, et traite du fait des Romains, de la vie des 
SS. Peres Hermites, et de Merlin." 

t Hist dfrPAcademie Royale des Insciiptions, tome i., 421, ISmo. 
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chiralry, whicli so long formed the favorite reading of the 
noble, the dame, and the damoiselle, and all the lounging 
damoiseaux in the baronial castle.* 

The private libraries of the fifteenth century were re- 
stricted to some French tomes of chivalry, or to " a merrie 
tale in Boccacce ;" and their science advanced not beyond 
" The Shepherd's Calendar," or " The Secrets of Albert 
the Great." There was an intermixture of legendary lives 
of saints and apocryphal adventures of " Notre Seigneur^ 
in Egjrpt ; with a volume or two of physic and surgery 
and astrology. 

A few catalogues of our monastic libraries still remain, 
and these reflect an image of the studies of the middle 
ages. We find versions of the Scriptures in English and 
Latin — a Greek or Hebrew manuscript is not noted down ; 
a commentator, a father, and some schoolmen ; and a wri^ 
ter on the canon law, and the mediaeval Christian poets who 
composed in Latin verse. A romance, an accidental clas- 
sic, a chronicle and legends — such are the usual contents 
of these monastic catalogues. But though the subjects 
seem various, the number of volumes was exceedingly few. 
Some monasteries had not more than twenty books. In 
such little esteem were any writings in the vernacular idi- 
om held, that the library of Glastonbury Abbey, probably 
the most extensive in England, in 1248, possessed no more 
than four books in English,! on common religious topics ; 
and in the latter days of Henry the Eighth, when Leland 
rummaged the monasteries, he did not find a greater num- 
ber. The library of the monastery of Bretton, which ow- 
ing to its isolated site, was among the last dissolved, and 
which may have enlarged its stores with the spoils of other 
collections which the times offered, when it was dissolved 

• Dame was the lady of the knight j the DamaiseUe, the wife of 
an esquire ; Dameisd, or Damoiseau, was a youth of noble extnus 
tion, but who not yet attained to knighthood,^ Rocquefart, GIM" 
9fwire de la Langiu Romane. 

t Rit8on*s Dissertation on Romance and Minstrelsy, Ixxxi. 
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in 1558, could only boast of having possessed one hundred 
and fifty distinct works.* 

In this primitive state <rf book-collecting, a singular eri* 
dence of their bibliographical passion was sometimes a|^- 
rent in the monastic libraries. Not deeming a written 
catalogue, which might not often be opened, sufficiently 
attractive to remind them of their lettered stores, they in- 
scribed verses on their windows to indicate the books they 
possessed, and over these inscriptions they placed the por- 
traits of the authors. Thus they could not look through 
their windows without being reminded of their volume ; 
and the very portraits of authors, illuminated by the light 
of heaven, might rouse the curiosity which many a barren 
title would repel.t 

To us, accustomed to reckon libraries by thousands, 
these scanty catalogues will appear a sad contraction oi 
human knowledge. The monastic studies could not in any 
degree have advanced the national character ; they could 
only have kept it stationary ; and excepting some scholas- 
tic logomachies, in which the people could have no con- 
cern, one monkish writer could hardly ever have differed 
from another. 

The monastic libraries have been declared to have afford- 
ed the last asylums of literature in a barbarous era ; and 
the preservation of ancient literature has been ascribed to 
the monks : but we must not accept a fortuitous occurrence 
as any evidence of their solicitude or their taste. In the 
dull scriptorium of the monk, if the ancient authors always 
obtained so secure a place, they slept in comparative safety, 
for they were not often disturbed by their first Gothic own- 
ers, who hardly ever allude to them. If ancient literature 

* See an Essay on English Monastic Libraries, by that learned 
and ingenious antiquary, the Rev. Joseph Hunter. 

t Some of these extraordinary window-catalogues of the Monas- 
tic Library of St. Albans were found in the cloisters and presby- 
tery of that monastery, and are preserved in the MonasHcott Jti^g^ 
^ cwmm. 
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found a refiige in the monastic establishments, the polythe- 
istical guests were not slightly contemned by their hosts, 
who cherished with a different taste a bastardised race of 
the Romans. The purer writers were not in request ; for 
the later Latin verse-makers being Christians, the piety of 
the monks proved to be infinitely superior to their taste. 
Boethius was their great classic ; while Prudentius, Sedu- 
lius, and Fortunius, carried the votes against Virgil, Hor- 
ace, and even Ovid ; though Ovid was in some favor for 
his marvellous Romance. The Polytheism of the classical 
poets was looked on with horror, so literally did they con- 
strue the allegorical fables of the Latin muse. Even till a 
later day, when monkery itself was abolished, the same 
Gothic taste lingered among us in its aversion to the clas- 
sical poets of antiquity, as the works of idolaters ! 

Had we not obtained our knowledge of the great ancients 
by other circumstances than by their accidental preserva- 
tion by the monks, we should have lost a whole antiquity. 
The vellum was considered more precious than the genius 
of the author ; and it has been acutely conjectured that the 
real cause of the minor writers of antiquity having come 
down to us entire, while we have to lament for ever the 
lacerations of the greater, has been owing to the scantiness 
of the parchment of a diminutive volume. They coveted 
the more voluminous authors to erase some immortal page 
of the lost decades of Livy, or the annals of Tacitus, to 
inscribe on it some dull homily or saintly legend. That 
the ancients were neglected by these guardians appears by 
the dungeon-darkness from which the Italian Poggio disin- 
terred many of our ancient classics ; and Leland in his 
literary journey to survey the monastic libraries of Eng- 
land, often shook from the unknown author a whole century 
of dust and cobwebs. When libraries became one source 
of the pleasures of life, the lovers of books appear to have 
been curious in selecting their site, for perfect seclusion 
and silence amid their noble residences, and also in their 
contrivances to arrange their volumes, so as to have them 
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at instant command. One of these GotMc libraries, in aa 
old castle belonging to the Percys, has been described by 
Leland with congenial deliglit. I shall transcribe his 
words, accommodating the reader with our modem orthog- 
raphy. 

" One thing I liked extremely in one of the towers ; that 
was a Study called Paradise ; where was a closet in the 
middle of eight squares latticed * abrate ;' and at the top of 
every square was a desk ledged to set books on, on 
coffers within them, and these seemed as joined hard to 
the top of the closet ; and yet by pulling one or all would 
come down breast-high in rabbets (or grooves), and serve 
for desks to lay books on." 

However clumsy this invention in " Paradise" may seem 
to us, it was not more so than the custom of chaining their 
books to the shelves, allowing a sufficient length of chain 
to reach the reading-desk — a mode which long prevailed 
when printing multiplied the cares of the librarian. 

All these libraries, consisting of manuscripts, were ne- 
cessarily limited in their numbers ; their collectors had no 
choice, but gladly received what occurred to their hands ; 
it was when books were multiplied by the press, that the 
minds of owners of libraries shaped them to their own fan- 
cies, and stamped their characters on these companions of 
their solitude. 

We have a catalogue of the library of Mary Queen of 
Scots, as delivered up to her son James the Sixth, in 1578,* 
very characteristic of her elegant studies ; the volumes 
chiefly consist of French authors and French translations, 
a variety of chronicles, several romances, a few Italian wri- 
ters, Petrarch, Boccaccio, and Ariosto, and her favorite 
poets, Alain Chartier, Ronsard, and Maxot. This library 
forms a striking contrast with that of Elizabeth of England, 
which was visited in 1598, by Hentzner, the German trav- 
eller. The shelves at Whitehall displayed a more clas- 

* Dibdin's Bibliographical Decameron^ iii. 245. 
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sical array ; the collection consisted of Greek, Latin, as 
well as Italian and French books. 

The deamess of parchment, and the slowness of the 
scribes, made manuscripts things only purchasable by 
princely munificence. It was the discovery of paper from 
rags, and the novel art of taking copies without penmen, 
which made books mere objects of commerce, and dispersed 
the treasures of the human mind free as air, and cheap as 
bread. 
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There was a state of transition in our literature, both 
classical and vernacular, which deserves our notice in the 
progress of the genius of the nation. 

A prudent sovereign in the seventh Henry, amid factions 
rather joined together than cemented, gave a semblance of 
repose to a turbulent land, exhausted by its convulsions. 
A martial rudeness still lingered among the great ; and we 
discover by a curious conversation which the learned Pace 
held with some of the gentry, with whom, perhaps, he had 
indiscreetly remonstrated, attempting to impress on their 
minds the advantages of study, that his advice was indig- 
nantly rejected. Such pursuits seemed to them unmanly, 
and intolerable impediments in the practice of those more 
active arts of life which alone were worthy of one of gen- 
tle blood ; their fathers had been good knights without this 
idling toil of reading. 

Henry the Seventh, when Earl of Richmond, during his 
exile in France from 1471 to 1485, had become a reader 
of French romances, an admirer of French players, and 
an amateur of their peculiar architecture. After his sfi' 
cession we trace these new tastes in our poetry, om: drama, 
and in a novel species of architecture which Bishop Fox 
called Burgundian, and which is the origin of the Tudor 
style.* A favorer of the histrionic art, he introduced a 
troop of French players. Wary in his pleasures as in his 
politics, this monarch was moderate in his patronage either 
of poets or players, but he was careful to encourage both. 
The queen participated in his tastes, and appears to have 
bestowed particular rewards on " players," whose perform- 
ances had afforded her unusual delight ; and among the 

• Speed's History, 995. 
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curious items of her majesty's expenditure, we find that 
many of these players were foreigners — " a French player, 
an Italian poet, a Spanish tumbler, a Flemish tumbler, a 
Welshman for making a ryme, a maid that came out of 
Spain and danced before the queen." 

This monarch had suffered one of those royal marriages 
which are a tribute paid to the interests of the state. Hen- 
ry had yielded with repugnance to a imion with Elizabeth 
the Yorkist ; the sullen Lancastrian long looked on his 
queen with the eyes of a factionist. Toward the latter 
years of his life this repugnance seems to have passed 
away, as this gentle consort largely participated in his 
tastes. It was probably in their sympathy that the per- 
sonal prejudices of Henry melted away. This indeed was 
a triumph of the arts of imagination over the warped feel- 
ings of the individual ; it marked the transition from bar- 
baric arms to the amenities of literature, and the softening 
influence of the mimetic arts ; it was the presage of the 
magnificence of his successor. The nation was benefited 
by these new tastes ; the pacific reign made a revolution 
in our court, our manners, and our literature. 

We may date from this period that happy intercourse 
which the learned English opened with the Continent, 
and more particularly with literary Italy ; our learned trav- 
ellers now appear in number. Colet, the founder of St. 
Paul's School, not only passed over to Paris, but lingered 
in Italy, and returned home with the enthusiasm of clas- 
sical antiquity. Grocyn, to acquire the true pronunciation 
of the Greek, which he first taught at Oxford, domesticated 
with Demetrius Chalcondyles and Angelo Politian, at Flor- 
ence. Linacre, the projector of the College of Physicians, 
visited Rome and Florence. Lilly the grammarian we find 
at Rhodes and at Rome, and the learned Pace at Padua. 
We were thus early great literary travellers ; and the hap- 
pier Continentalists, who rarely move from their native 
homes, have often wondered at the restless condition of 
those whom they have sometimes reproached as beia^ Itv* 
22 
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sulaires ; yet they may be reminded that we have done no 
more than the most ancient philosophers of antiquity. Our 
reproachers fortunately possessed the arts, and even the 
learning, which we were willing by travel and costs to ac- 
quire. " The Islanders" may have combined all the knowl- 
edge of all the world, a freedom and enlargement of the 
mind, which those, however more fortunately placed, can 
rarely possess, who restrict their locality, and narrow their 
comprehension by their own home-bound limits. 

The king, delighting in poetry, fostered an English muse 
in the learned rhyme of Stephen Hawes, who was admit- 
ted to his private chamber, for the pleasure which Henry 
experienced in listening to poetic recitation. It was prob- 
ably the taste of his royal master which inspired this bard's 
allegorical romance of chivalry, of love, and of science. 
This elaborate work is " The Pastime of Pleasure, or the 
History of Graunde Amour and la bel Pucel, containing 
the knowledge of the seven sciences and the course of 
man's life." At a time when sciences had no reality, they 
were constantly alluding to them ; ignorance hardily im- 
posed its erudition ; and experimental philosophy only ter- 
minated in necromancy. The seven sciences of the ac- 
complished gentleman were those so well known, comprised 
in the scholastic distich. 

In the ideal hero " Graunde Amour," is shadowed forth 
the education of a complete gentleman of that day. From 
the Tower of " Doctrine," to the Castle of " Chivalry," 
the way lies equally open, but the progress is diversified 
by many by-paths, and a number of personified ideas or 
allegorical characters. These shadowy actors lead to shad- 
owy places ; but the abounding incidents relieve us among 
this troop of passionless creatures. 

This fiction blends allegory with romance, and science 
with chivalry. At the early period of printing, it was prob- 
ably the first volume which called in the graver's art to 
heighten the inventions of the writer, and the accompany- 
ing wood-cuts are an evidence of the elegant taste of the 
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author, although that morose critic of all poesy, honest 
Anthony a Wood, sarcastically concludes that these cuts 
were " to enable the reader to understand the story better." 
This once courtly volume, our sage reports, " is now thought 
but worthy of a ballad-monger's stall."* " The Pastime of 
Pleasure" was even despised by that great book-collector. 
General Lord Fairfax, who, on the copy he possessed, has 
left a memorandum that " It should be changed for a better 
book !" The fate of books vacillates with the fancies of 
book-lovers, and the improvements of a later age. In the 
days of Fairfax, the gloom of the civil wars annihilated 
their imaginations. 

But the gorgeousness of this romance struck the Grothic 
imagination of the historian of our poetry, magic, chivalry, 
and allegory ! In the circumstantial analysis of Warton, 
the reader may pursue his " course of man's life" through 
the windings of the labyrinth. It seems as if the patience 
of the critic had sought a relief amid his prolonged chroni- 
cle of obscure versifiers, in a production of imagination, the 
only one which had appeared since Chaucer, and which, 
to the contemplative poetic antiquary, showed him the in- 
fant rudiments of the future Spenser. 

This allegorical romance is imbued with Provengal 
fancy, and probably emulated the ** Roman de la Rose," 

* This forlorn volume of Anthony^s ^' Stalls," is now a gem placed 
in the caskets of black-letter. This poetic romance, by its exces- 
sive rarity — the British Museum is without a copy — has obtained 
most extraordinary prices among our collectors. A copy of the first 
edition at the Roxburgh sale reached £84, which was sold at Sir 
M. M. Sykes' for half the price ; later editions, for a fourth. A 
copy was sold at Heber^s sale for £25. It may, however, relieve 
the distress of some curious readers to be Informed that it may now 
be obtained at the most ordinary cost of books. Mr. Southey, with 
excellent judgment, has preserved the romance in his valuable vol- 
ume of "Specimens of our Ancient Poets," from the time of 
Chaucer ; it is to be regretted, however, that the text is not cor- 
rectly printed, and that the poem has suffered mutilation— six 
thousand lines seem to have exhausted the patience of the modem 
typographer. 
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which could not fail to be a favorite with the royal patron, 
among those French books, which he loved. Fertile in 
invention, it ia however of the old stock ; fresh meads and 
delicious gardens, — ladies in arbors, — magical trials of 
armed knights on horses of steel, which, touched by a se- 
cret spring, could represent a tourney. We strike the 
shield at the castle-gate of chivalry, and we view the gold- 
en roof of the hall, lighted up by a carbuncle of prodigious 
size ; we repose in chambers, walled with silver, and enam- 
elling many a story. There are many noble conceptions 
among his allegorical gentry. She, whom Graunde Amour 
first beheld was mounted on her palfrey, flying with the 
wind, encircled with tongues of fire, and her two milk-white 
greyhounds, on whose golden collars are inscribed in dia- 
mond letters, Gretc^ and Governance, She is fame, her 
palfrey is Pegasus, and her burning tongues are the voice 
of Posterity ! There are some grotesque incidents, as in 
other romances ; a monster wildly created, the offspring of 
Disdain and Strangeness — a demon composed of the seven 
metals ! We have also a dwarf who has to encounter a 
giant with seven heads ; and our subdolous David mounts 
on twelve steps cut in the rock ; and to the surprise of the 
giant, he discovered in " the boy whom he had mocked," 
his equal in stature, and his vanquisher, notwithstanding 
the inconceivable roar of his seven heads. 

Warton transcribed a few lines to show his " harmonious 
versification and clear expression ;" but this short specimen 
may convey an erroneous notion. Our verse was yet ir- 
regular, and its modulation was accidental rather than set- 
tled ; the metrical lines of Hawes, for the greater part, 
must be read rh5rthmically, it was a barbarism that even later 
poets still retained. He also affected an ornate diction ; 
and Latin and French terms cast an air of pedantry, more 
particularly when the euphony of his verse is marred by 
closing his lines with his elongated polysyllables ; he prob- 
ably imagined that the dimensions of his words necessa- 
rily lent a grandeur to his thoughts. With all these defects, 
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Hawes often surpasses himself, and we may be surprised, 
that in a poem composed in the court of Henry the Seventh, 
about 1 506, the poet should have left us such a minutely 
finished picture of female beauty, as he has given of La 
Pucel ; Hawes had been in Itsdy, and seems with an art- 
ist's eye to have dwelt on some picture of Raphael, in his 
early manner, or of his master Perugino, in his hard but 
elaborate style. 

" Her shining hair, so properly she dresses, 
Aloft her forehead, with fayre golden tresses; 
Her forehead stepe, with fayre browns ybent j 
Her eyen gray ; her nos6 straight and fayre ; 
In her white cheeks, the faire blonde it went 
As among the white, the redd^ to repayre ; 
Her monthe right small ; her breathe sweet of ayre ; 
Her lippes soft and ruddy as a rose ; 
No hart alive but it would him appose. 
With a little pitte in her well-ftivoured chynne ; 
Her necke long, as white as any lillye, 
With vaynes blewe, in which the bloud ranne in ; 
Her pappes rounde, and thereto right pretye ; 
Her armes slender, and of goodly bodye ; 
Her fingers small, and thereto right long, 
White as the milk, with blew^ vaynes among i 
Her feet proper; she gartred well her hosc] 
I never sawe so fayre a creature." 

The reign of Henry the Seventh was a misty morning 
of our vernacular literature, but it was the sunrise ; and 
though the road be rough, we discover a few names by 
which we may begin to count, — as we find on our way a 
milestone, which, however rudely cut and worn out, serves 
to measure our distances. 
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Society must have considerably adranced ere it could 
have produced an historical record ; and who could hare 
furnished even the semblance but the most instructed class, 
in the enjoyment of uninterrupted leisure, among every 
people ? History therefore remained long a consecrated 
thing in the hands of the priesthood, from the polytheistical 
era of the Roman pontiffs who registered their annals, to 
the days that the history of Christian Europe became 
chronicled by the monastic orders* Had it not been for 
the monks, exclaimed our learned Marsham, we should not 
have had a history of England. 

The monka provided those chronicles which have served 
both for the ecclesia^ical and civil histories of every Eu- 
ropean people. In every abbey the most able of its in- 
mates, or the abbot himself, was appointed to record every 
considerable transaction in the kingdom, and sometimes 
extended their view to foreign parts. All these were set 
down in a volume reserved for this purpose ; and on the 
decease of every sovereign these memorials were laid be- 
fore the general chapter, to draw out a sort of chronolo- 
gical history, occasionally with a random comment, as the 
humor of the scribe prompted, or the opinions of the whole 
monastery sanctioned. 

Beside these meager annals the monasteries had other 
books more curious than their record of public affairs. 

* Archbishop Plagmnnd superintended the Saxon Jbinals to the 
year 891. The first Chronicles, those of Kent or Wessex, were 
regularly continued by the Archbishops of Canterbury, or by their 
directions, as far as 1000, or even 1070. — The lUv. Dr. Ingram's 
Prefctce to the Saxon Chronicle, 

These were our earliest Chronicles ; the Britons possibly never 
wrote any. 
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These were their Leiger-books, of which some have es- 
caped among the few reliques of the universal dissolution 
of the monasteries. In these registers or diaries they en- 
tered all matters relating to their own monastery and its 
dependancies. As time never pressed on the monkish 
secretary, his notabilia runs on very miscellaneously. 
Here were descents of families, and tenures of estates ; 
authorities of charters and of cartularies ; curious customs 
of counties, cities, and great towns. Strange accidents 
were not uncommon then ; and sometimes, between a mir- 
acle or a natural phenomenon, a fugitive anecdote stole in. 
The affairs of a monastery exhibited a moving picture of 
domestic life. These religious houses whose gate opened 
to the wa3rfarer, and who were the distributors of useful 
commodities to the neighboring poor, — for in their larger 
establishments they included workmen of every class, — 
did not however maintain their munificence untainted by 
mundane passions. Forged charters had often sealed their 
possessions, and supposititious grants of mortuary dona- 
tions silently transferred the wealth of families. These 
lords of the soil, though easy landlords, still cast an " evil 
eye" on the lands of their neighbor. Even rival monaste- 
ries have fought in meadows for the ownership ; the strat- 
agems of war and the battle-array of two troops of cudgel- 
ling monks might have furnished some cantos to an epic, 
less comic perhaps than that of ** The Rape of the Bucket." 
In the literary simplicity of the twelfth to the fourteenth 
century, while every great monastery had its historian, ev- 
ery chronicle derived its title from its locality ; thus, among 
others, were the Glastonbury, the Peterborough, and the 
Abingdon Chronicles : and when Leland, so late as the 
reign of Henry the Eighth, in his search into monastic 
libraries, discovered one at St. Neot's he was at a loss to 
describe it otherwise than as " The Chronicle of St. Ne- 
ot's." The famous Doomsday Book was originally known 
as " Liber de Winton," or " The Winchester Book," from 
its first place of custody. The same circumstance occor* 
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red among our neighbors, where Les grandes Chroniques 
de Saint Denys were so called from having been collected 
or compiled by the monks of that abbey. An abstract no- 
tion of history, or any critical discrimination of one chron- 
icle from another, was not as yet familiar even to our schol- 
ars ; and in the dearth of literature the classical models of 
antiquity were yet imperfectly contemplated. 

It is not less curious to observe that, at a time when the 
literary celebrity of the monachal scribe could hardly pass 
the boundaries of the monastery, and the monk himself 
was restricted from travelling, bound by indissoluble chains, 
yet this lone man, as if eager to enjoy a literary reputation 
however spurious, was not scrupulous in practising certain 
dishonest devices. Before the discovery of printing, the 
concealment of a manuscript for the purpose of appropria- 
tion was an artifice which, if we may decide by some ru- 
mors, more frequently occurred than has been detected. 
Plagiarism is the common sin of the monkish chronicler, 
to which he was often driven by repeating a mouldy tale a 
hundred times told ; but his furtive pen extended to the 
capital crime of felony. I shall venture to give a pair of 
literary anecdotes of monkish writers. 

Matthew of Paris, one of these chroniclers, is somewhat 
esteemed, and Matthew of Westminster is censured, for 
having copied in his " Flores Historiarum" the other Mat* 
thew ; but we need not draw any invidious comparisons 
between the two Matthews, since Matthew the first had 
himself transcribed the work of Roger the Prior of Wen- 
dover. The famous " Polychronicon," which long served 
as a text-book for the encyclopedic knowledge of ^e four- 
teenth century, has two names attached to it, and one, how- 
ever false, which can never be separated from the work, 
interwoven in its texture. This famed volume is ascribed 
to Ranulph or Ralph Higden of St. Werberg's Monastery, 
now the Cathedral of Chester. Ralph, that he might secure 
the tenure of this awful edifice of universal history for a 
thousand years, most subdolously contrived that the initial 
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totter of every chapter, when put together, signified that 
Ralphy a monk of Chester, had compiled the work. Centu- 
ries did not contradict the assumption ; but time, that blabber 
of more fatal secrets than those of authors, discovered in the 
same monastery that another brother Roger had labored for 
the world their universal history in his " Policratica Tem- 
porum." On examination, the truth flashed ! For lo ! the 
peccant pen of Ralph had silently transmigrated the " Po- 
lycratica" into the " Polichronicon," and had only laid a 
trap for posterity by his treacherous acrostics !* 

These universal chroniclers usually opened, a& initio^ 
with the Creation, dispersed at Babel reach home, and 
paused at the Norman Conquest. This was their usual 
first division ; it was a long journey, but a beaten path. 
Whatever they found written was history to them, for they 
were without means of correcting their aptitude for cre- 
dence. Their anachronisms often ludicrously give the lie 
to their legendary statements. 

Most of these monastic writers composed in a debased 
Latinity of their own, bald and barbarous, but which had 
grown up with the age ; their diction bears a rude sort of 
simplicity. Yet though they were not artists, there were 
occasions when they were inevitably graphic — when they 
detail like a witness in court. These writers have been 
lauded by the gratitude of antiquaries, and valued by philo- 
sophical historians . A living historian has observed of them, 
that '< nothing can be more contemptible as compositions; 

* We have a remarkable instance among the Italian historians of 
this period. Giovanni Villani wrote about 1330 ; Muratori discov- 
ered that Villani had wholly transcribed the ancient portion of his 
history from an old Chronicle of Malespini, who wrote about 1230, 
without any acknowledgment whatever. Doubtless Villani ima- 
gined that an insulated manuscript, during a century's oblivion, had 
little chance of ever being classed among the most ancient records 
of Italian history. Malespini's Chronicle, like its brothers, was 
stofied with fables ; Villani was honest enough not to add to them, 
though not sufficiently so not silently to appropriate the whole chron- 
icle — the only one Dante read. — Tiraboachif v., 410, part 2d. 
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nothing can be more satisfactory as authorities." But it is 
necessary that we should be reminded of the partial knowl- 
edge and partial passions of these sources of our earlier mod- 
em history. Lift the cowl from the historiographers in their 
cells recording those busy events in which they never were 
busied, characterizing those eminent persons from whom 
they were far removed ; William of Malmesbury, not one of 
the least estimable of these writers, confesses that he drew 
his knowledge from public rumors or what the relators of 
news brought to them.* In some respects, their history 
sinks to the level of one of our newspapers, and is as liable 
to be tinged with party feelings. The whole monastery had 
as limited notions of public affairs as they had of the king- 
dom itself, of which they knew but little out of their own 
county. 

No monastic writer, as an historian, has descended to 
posterity for the eminence of his genius, for the same stamp 
of mind gave currency to their works. Wo to the sover- 
eign who would have clipped their wings ! then " tongues 
talked and men wrote " monkish. There was a proverb 
among them, that " The giver is blessed, but he who taketh 
away is accursed." None but themselves could appeal to 
Heaven, and for their crowned slaves they were not penu- 
rious of their beatitude. They knew to crouch as well as 
to thunder. They usually clung to the reigning party ; and 
a new party or a change of dynasty was sure to change 
their chronicling pen. Hall, the chronicler of Henry the 
Eighth, at the first moment when it was allowable to speak 
distinctly concerning these monkish writers, observed, 
" These moriastical persons, learned and unliterate, better 
fed than taught, took on them to write and register in the 
book of fame the arts, and doings, and politic governance 
of kings and princes." It seems not to have occurred to 
the chronicler of Henry the Eighth that, had not those 
monks " taken on them to write and register," we should 

* We have an elegant modem version of this monk's history by 
the Rev. J. Sharpe. 
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have had no " Book of Fame." It is a duty we owe to 
truth to penetrate into the mysteries of moiJiery, but the 
monks will always retain their right to receive their large 
claims on our admiration of their lahors. 

There was also another class of early chroniclers through- 
out Europe ; men who filled the office of a sort of royal 
biographer, who accompanied the king and the army in their 
progress, to note down the occurrences they deemed most 
honorable or important to the nation. But incidents writ- 
ten down by a monk in his cell, or by a diarist pacing the 
roimd with majesty, would be equally warped, by the views 
of the monastery in the one case, or by a flattering sub- 
servience to the higher power in the other. 

In this manner the early history of Europe was written ; 
the more ancient part was stuffed with fables ; and when 
it might have become useful in recording passages and 
persons of the writer's own times, we have a one-sided tale, 
wherein while half is suppressed, the other is disguised 
by flattery or by satire. Such causes are well known to 
have corrupted these first origins of modern history, a his- 
tory in which the commons and the people at large had 
very little concern, till the day arrived, in the progress of 
society, when chronicles were written by laymen in the 
vernacular idiom for their nation. 
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Very early in the sixteenth century appeared a volume 
which seems to have perplexed our literary historians by 
its mutable and unde finable character. It is a book with- 
out a title, and miscalled by the deceptive one of " Ar- 
nolde's Chronicle, or the Customs of London ;" but " the 
Customs" are not the manners of the people, but rather 
" the Customs" of the Custom-House, and it in no shape 
resembles, or pretends to be " a chronicle." This errone- 
ous title seems to have been injudiciously annexed to it by 
Heame the antiquary, and shoidd never have been retained. 
This anomalous work, of which there are three ancient 
editions, had the odd fate of all three being sent forth with- 
out a title and without a date ; and our bibliographers cannot 
with any certainty ascertain the order or precedence of 
these editions. One edition was issued from the press of 
a Flemish printer at Antwerp, and possibly may be the 
earliest. The first printer, whether English or Flemish, 
was evidently at a loss to christen this monstrous miscella- 
neous babe, and ridiculously took up the title and subjects 
of the first articles which offered themselves, to designate 
more than a hundred of the most discrepant variety. The 
ancient editions appeared as " The names of the Baylyfs, 
Custos, Mayres, and Sherefs of the Cyte of London, with 
the Chartour and Lybartyes of the same C3rte, &c., &c., 
with other djrvers matters good and necessary for every 
C3rtezen to understand and know;"— an humble title equally 
fallacious with the higher one of a " Chronicle," for it has 
described many objects of considerable curiosity, more in- 
teresting than " mayors and sheriffs," and even " the char- 
ter and liberties" of " the C5rte." 
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In conve3ring a notion of a jumble,* though the things 
themselves are sufficiently grave, we cannot avoid a lu* 
dicrous association ; yet this should not lessen the value 
of its information. 

A considerable portion of this medley wholly relates to 
the municipal interests of the citizens of London — char- 
ters and grants, with a vast variety of forms or models of 
public and private instruments, chiefly of a commercial de- 
scription. Parish ordinances mix with acts of Parliament ; 
and when we have conned the oath of the Beadle of the 
Ward, we are startled by Pope Nicholas' Bull. We have 
the craft of grafting trees and altering of fruits, as well in 
color as in taste, close to an oration of the messenger of 
" the Soudan of Babylon" to the Pope in 1488. Indeed, 
we have many more useful crafts, beside the altering of 
the flavor of fruits, and the oration of the Mahometan to 
the representative of St. Peter ; for here are culinary re- 
ceipts, to keep sturgeon, to make vinegar " shortly," " perce- 
ly to grow in an hour's space," and to make ypocras, 
straining the wine through a bag of spices — it was nothing 
more than our mulled wine ; and further, are receipts to 
make ink, and compound gunpowder, to make soap, and to 
brew beer. Whether we may derive any fresh hints from 
our ancestor of the year 1500, exceeds my judgment ; but 
to this eager transcriber posterity owes one of the most 
passionate poems in our language ; for betwixt " the com- 
position between the merchants of England and the town 
of Antwerp," and " the reckoning to buy wares in Flan- 
ders," first broke into light " A Ballade of the Notbrowne 
Mayde." Thus, when an indiscriminating collector is at 
work, one cannot foresee what good fortune may not chance 
to be his lot. 

Warton has truly characterized this work as " the most 
heterogeneous and multifarious miscellany that ever ex- 
isted ;" but he seems to me to have mistaken both the de- 

♦ In Oldys' " British Librarian" there is an accarate analysis of 
the work, in which every single article is enumerated. 
Vol. I. — 23 
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sign of tlie collector, and the nature of the coUection* 
Some supposed that the collector, Richard Arnold, in- 
tended the volume to he an antiquarian repertory ; hot as 
the materials were recent, that idea cannot he admitted ; 
and Warton censures the compiler, who, to make up a vol- 
ume, printed together whatever he could amass of notices 
and papers of every sort and subject. The modem editor 
of " Amolde's Chronicle" was perplexed at the contents of 
what he calls " a strange book." 

The critical decision of Warton is much too searching 
for a volume in which the compiler never wrote a single 
line, and probably never entertained the remotest idea of 
the printer's press. This book without a name is, in fact, 
nothing more than a simple collection made by an English 
merchant engaged in the Flemish trade. Nor was such a 
work peculiar to this artless collector ; for in a time of 
publications, such men seemed to have formed for them- 
selves a sort of library, of matters they deemed worthy of 
recollection, to which they could have easy recoiurse.* By 
the internal evidence, Arnold was no stranger at Antwerp, 
nor at Dordrecht. Antwerp was then a favorite residence 
of the English merchants ; there the typographic art flour- 
ished, and the printers often printed English books ; and 
as this collection was printed at Antwerp by Doesborowe, 
a Flemish printer, we might incline with Douce, to infer 
that the Flemish was the first edition ; for it seems not 
probable that a foreign printer would have selected an 
English volume of little interest to foreigners, to reprint ; 
although we can imagine that from personal consideration, 
or by the accident of obtaining the manuscript, he might 
have been induced to be the first publisher. Whoever was 
the first printer, the collector himself seems to have been 
little concerned in the publication, by the suppression of 
his name, by the omission of a title, by not prefixing a pre- 

* A similar volume to Amolde's may be found in the Harl. MSS.> 
No. 2252. 
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face, nor arranging in any way tliis curious medley of use« 
fill things, which he would familiarly turn to as his occasions 
needed, and — if we may compare a grave volume with 
the lightest — was of that class which ladies call their 
^ scrap-books,'' and assuredly not, according to its falla- 
cious title, a chronicle. 
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The first chronicle in our vernacular prose, designed for 
the English people, was the earnest labor of one of them- 
selves, a citizen and alderman, and sometime sheriff of 
London, Robert Fabyan. Here, for the first time, the 
spectacle of English affairs, accompanied by what he has 
called " A Concordance of Stories," which included separ- 
ate notices of French history contemporaneous with the 
periods he records, was opened for " the unlettered who 
understand no Laten." Our chronicler, in the accustomed 
mode, fixes the periods of history, by dates from Adam or 
from Brute. He opens with a superfluous abridgment of 
Geoffry of Monmouth — the " Polychronicon" is one of his 
favorite soiurces, but his authorities are multifarious. His 
French history is a small stream from " La Mer des 
Chroniques," and other chronicles of his contemporary 
Gaguin, a royal historiographer who wandered in the same 
taste, but who, Fabyan had the sagacity to discover, care- 
fully darkened all matters unpleasant to Frenchmen, but 
never '^ leaving an3rthing out of his book that may sound to 
the advancement of the French nacyon." 

It was a rare occurrence in a layman, and moreover a 
merchant, to have cultivated the French and the Latin 
languages. Fabyan was not a learned man, for the age of 
men of learning had not yet arrived, though it was soon to 
come. At that early day of typography, when our native 
annalists lay scattered in their manuscript seclusion, it was 
no ordinary delving which struck into the dispersed veins 
of the dim and dark mine of our history. So little in that 
day was the critical knowledge of our writers, that Fabyan 
has " quoted the same work under different appellations," 
and some of our historical writers he seems not to have 
met with in his researches, for the chronicles of Robert of 
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Gloucester and of Peter Langtoft, though but rerse, would 
have contributed some freshness to his own. In seven un- 
equal divisions, the chronicle closes with the days of the 
seventh Henry. These seven divisions were probably 
more fantastical than critical ; the number was adopted to 
cheer the good man with " the seven joys of the Virgin," 
which he sings forth in unmetrical metre, evidently parti- 
cipating in the rapturous termination of each of his own 
" seven joys." 

Our grave chronicler, arrayed in his civic dignities, seems 
to have provoked the sensitiveness of the poetical critic in 
Warton, and the caustic wit in Horace Walpole. " No 
Sheriff," exclaims Walpole, " was ever less qualified to 
write a history of England. He mentions the deaths of 
princes and revolutions of government with the phlegm and 
brevity as he would speak of the appointment of church- 
wardens." 

We may suspect that our citizen and chronicler, how- 
ever, he might be familiar with the public acts of royalty, 
had no precise notions of the principles of their govern- 
ment. We cannot otherwise deem of an historical recorder, 
whose political sagacity, in that famous interview between 
our Edward the Fourth and Louis the Eleventh, of which 
Comines has left us a lively scene, could not penetrate 
further than to the fashion of the French monarch's dress. 
He tells us, of '* the nice and wanton disguised apparel 
that the King Louys wore upon him at the time of this 
meeting, I might make a long rehearsal, apparelled more like 
a minstrel than a prince." Fabyan shared too in the 
hearty " John Bullism" of that day in a mortal jealousy of 
the Gaul, and even of his Sainte Ampoule. Though no man 
had a greater capacity of faith for miracles and saints on 
English ground, yet for those of his neighbors he had foimd 
authority that it was not necessary for his salvation to be- 
lieve them, and has ventured to decide on one, that " they 
must be folys [fools] who believe it.** Had the Sainte 
Ampouhy however, been deposited in Westminister Abbey 

23* 
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for our own coronations, instead of the Cathedral at Rheims 
for a French king, Fabyan had not doubted of the efficacy 
of every drop of the holy oil. 

But the dotage of Fabyan did not particularly attach to 
him ; aiid though his intellectual comprehension was re- 
stricted to the experience of an alderman, he might have 
been the little Machiavel of his wardmote — for he has 
thrown out a shrewd observation which no doubt we owe 
to his own sagacity. In noticing the neglect of a mayor in 
repairing the walls which had been begun by his predeces- 
sor, he observes that this generally happens, for " one 
mayor will not finish that thing which another beginneth, 
for then they think be the deed ever so good and profitable, 
that the honor thereof shall be ascribed to the beginner, and 
not to the finisher, which lack of charity and desire of vain 
glory causeth many good acts and deeds to die, and grow 
out of mind, to the great decay of the commonwealth of the 
city." A profound observation, which might be extended 
to monarchs as well as mayors. 

Indulging too often the civic curiosity of " a citizen and 
alderman," Fabyan has been taunted for troubling posterity. 
" Fabyan," says Waiton, " is equally attentive to the suc- 
cession of the mayors of London and the monarchs of 
England. He seems to have thought the dinners at 
Guildhall and the pageantries of the city companies, more 
interesting transactions than our victories in France and 
our struggles for public liberty at home." 

This seems to be a random stricture. The alderman, 
indeed, has carefully registered the mayors and the sheriffs 
of London ; and the scientific in " high and low prices" 
perhaps may be grateful, that our pristine chronicler has 
also furnished the prices of wheat, oxen, sheep and poul- 
try — but we cannot find that he has commemorated the 
diversified forms these took on the solemn tables of the 
Guildhall, nor can we meet with the pasteboard pomps of 
city pageants, one only being recorded, on the return of 
Henry the Sixth from France. 
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Our modem critic, composing in the spirit of our day, 
alludes to " the struggle for public liberty ;" but <' public 
liberty" must have been a very ambiguous point with the 
honest citizen who had been a sad witness to the contests 
of two murderous families, who had long sought their mu- 
tual destruction, and long convulsed the whole land. We 
may accoimt for the tempered indifference, and " the brief 
recitals" for which this simple citizen is reproached, who 
had lived through such changeful and ensanguined scenes, 
which had left their bleeding memories among the families 
of his contemporaries. 

The faculties of Fabyan were more level with their ob- 
jects when he had to chronicle the " tempestuous weather- 
ing of thunder and lightning," with the ominous fall of a 
steeple, or " the image of our Lady" dashed down from its 
rood ; or when he describes the two castles in the air, 
whence issued two armies, black and white, combating in 
the skies till the white vanished ! Such portents lasted 
much later than the days of Fabyan, for honest Stowe re- 
cords what had once ushered in St. James's night, when 
the lightning and thunder coming in at the south window 
and bursting on the north, the bells of St. Michael were 
listened to with horror ringing of themselves, while ugly 
shapes were dancing on the steeple. Their natural philos- 
ophy and their piety were long stationary, yet even then 
some were critical in their remarks ; for when Fabyan re- 
corded " flying dragons and fiery spirits in the air," this 
was corrected by omitting " the fiery spirits," but agreeing 
to " the flying dragons." Fabyan however has preserved 
more picturesque and ingenious visions in some legends of 
saints or apparitions — still delightsome. The legends 
formed their " Works of Fiction," and were more affecting 
than ours, for they were supernatural, and no one doubted 
their verity. 

Our pristine chronicler, as we have seen, has received 
hard measure from the two eminent critics of the eighteenth 
century, who have censured as a history that which is none. 
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Chronicles were written when the science of true history 
had yet no existence ; a chronicle then in reality is but a 
part of history. Every fact dispersed in its insulated state 
refuses all combination ; cause and effect lie remote and 
obscured from each other ; disguised by their ostensible 
pretexts, the true motives of actions in the great actors of 
the drama of history cannot be found in the chronological 
chronicler. The real value of his diligence consists in co- 
piousness and discrimination ; qualities rather adverse to 
each other. Fabian betrays the infirmities of the early 
chronicler, not yet practised even in the art of simple de- 
tail, without distinction of the importance or the insignifi- 
cance of the matters he records : his eager pen reckoned 
the number without knowing to test the weight ; to him 
all facts appeared of equal worth, for all alike had cost him 
the same toil ; and thus he yields an abundance without 
copiousness. In raising the curiosity which he has not 
satisfied for us, his mighty tome shrinks into a narrow 
scope, and his imperfect narratives, brief and dry, offer 
only the skeletons of history. The mere antiquarian in- 
deed prefers the chronicle to the history ; the acquisition 
of a fact with him is the limit of his knowledge, and he is 
apt to dream that he possesses the superstructure when he 
is only at work on the foundations. 

The Chronicle of Fabyan attracts our notice for a re- 
markable incident attending its publication. The Chroni- 
cle was finished in 1504, and remained in manuscript 
during the author's life, who died in 1512. The first edi- 
tion did not appear till 1516. The cause which delayed 
the printing of an important work, for such it was in that 
day, has not been disclosed ; yet perhaps we might have 
been interested to have learned whether this protracted 
publication arose out of neglect difiicult to comprehend, or 
from the printer, reluctant to risk the cost, or from any im- 
pediment from a higher quarter. 

Be this as it may, we possess the writer's genuine work, 
for the printer, Pynson, was faithful to his author. The 



THE FIRST PRINTED CHRONICLE. 273 

rarity of this first edition, Bale, on a loose rumor which no 
other literary historian has sanctioned, ascribes to its sup- 
pression by Cardinal Wolsey, who is represented in his 
fary to have condemned the Yolume to a public ignition, 
which no one appears to have witnessed, for its " danger- 
ous exposition of the revenues of the clergy," which is not 
found in the volume. Fabyan truly was ter Catholicus ; 
he was of the old religion, dying in the odor of sanctity, 
and was spared the trial of the new. The alderman's lu- 
minous will is now for us at least as curious as anything 
in his chronicle.* We here behold the play of the whole 
machinery of superstition, when men imagined that they 
secured the repose of their souls by feeing priests and 
bribing saints by countless masses. This funereal rite 
was then called " the month's mind," and which, at least 
for that short period, prolonged the memory of the departed. 
For this lugubrious performance were provided ponderous 
torches for the bearers, tapers for shrines, and huge can- 
dlesticks to be kept lighted at the altar. Three trenthalls — 
that is thirty masses thrice told — were to be chorussed by 
the Grey Friars; six priests were to perform the high 
mass, chant the requiem, and recite the De Profundis and 
the Dirige / and for nine years, on his mortuary day, he 
charges his " tenement in Comhill" to pay for an Ohite ! 
But not only friars and priests were to pray or to smg for 
the repose of the soul of Alderman Fabyan, all comers 
were invited to kneel around the tomb ; and at times chil- 
dren were to be called in, who if they could not read a 
De Profundis from their Psalter, the innocents were to cry 
forth a Pater-Noster or an Ave ! There was a purveyance 
of ribs of beef and mutton and ale, " stock-fish, if Lent," 
and other recommendations for " the comers to the Dirige 
at night." The Alderman however seems to have planned 
a kind of economy in his " month's mind," for not only 

* We are indebted to the zealous research of Sir Henry Ellis for 
the disinterment of this document as well as for the collations which 
appear in his edition. 
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was the repose of his soul in question, but also " the souls 
of all abore written" — and these were a bead-roll of all 
the branches of Fabyan's family. 

The Chronicle of Fabyan was not long given to the 
world, when it encountered the doom of a system at its 
termination, just before the beginnings of a coming one ; 
that fatal period of a change in human affairs and human 
opinions, usually described as a state of transition. But 
in this particular instance, the change occurred preceded 
by no transitional approach ; for within the small circuit 
of thirty years it seemed as if the events of whole centu- 
ries had been more miraculously compressed, than any in 
those " lives of the saints*' whose legendary lore, provided 
the saints were English, Master Fabyan had loved to per- 
pend. It was Henry the Eighth who turned all the sense 
of our chronicler into nonsense, all his honest faith into ly« 
ing absurdities, all his exhortations to maintain " religious 
houses" into treasonable matters. 

Successive editors of the editions of 1533, 43, and 55, 
surpassed each other in watchfulness, to rid themselves of 
the old song. Never was author so mutilated in parts, nor 
so wholly changed from himself; and when, as it some- 
times happened, neither purgation nor castration availed 
the reforming critics, the author's sides bore their marginal 
flagellations. The corrections or alterations were however 
dexterously performed, for the texture of the work betrayed 
no trace of the rents. The omission of a phrase saved a 
whole sentence, and the change of an adjective or two set 
right a whole character. It is true they swept away all 
his delightful legends, without sparing his woful metres of 
" the seven joys of the blessed Virgin," and his apprecia- 
tion of some favorite relics. They disbanded all the saints ; 
or treated them as they did " the holy virgin Edith," of 
whom Fabyan has recorded that "many virtues be re- 
hearsed," which they delicately reduced to verses. His 
Holiness the Pope is simply " the Bishop of Rome ;" and 
on one memorable occasion — the papal interdiction of 
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John -— this " Bishop" is designated in the margin by the 
reformer as ** that monstrous and wicked Beast." The nar- 
nttive of Becket cost our compurgators, as it has many oth- 
ersy much shifting, and more omissions. In the tale of the 
hardy and ambitious Archbishop murdered by knightly as- 
sassins, Fabyan said, " They martyred the blessed Arch- 
bishop ;" our corrector or the press simply reads, " They 
slew the traitorous Bishop." The omissions and the com- 
missions in the Chronicle of Fabyan are often amusing and 
always instructive ; but these could not have been detected 
but by a severe collation, which has been happily per- 
formed. When the antiquary Brand discovered that Fa- 
byan had been " modernized?^ in later editions, his observa- 
tion would seem to have extended no further than to the 
style ; but the style of Fabyan is simple and clear even to 
modem readers ; modernized truly it was, not however for 
phrases, but for notions — not for statements, but for omis- 
Bxons — not for words, but for things. 
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HENRY THE EIGHTH; HIS LITERARY CHAR- 
ACTER. 

Peace and policy had difiused a halcyon calmness over 
the land, and the people now discerned the approach of an- 
other era. Henry the Eighth, who appears with such 
opposite countenances in the great gallery of history, gave 
the country more glorious promises of an accomplished 
sovereign than England had yet witnessed ; and however 
he may appear differently before the calm eye of posterity, 
the passions of his own times secured his popularity even 
to his latter days. Youthful, with all its vigorous and gen- 
erous temper, and not inferior in the majesty of his intellect 
any more than in that of his person, — learned in his closet, 
yet enterprising inaction, — this sovereign impressed his 
own commanding character on the nation. Such a mon- 
arch gave wings to their genius. Long pent up in their 
unhappy island, they soon indulged in a visionary dominion 
in France, and in rapid victories in Scotland ; insular Eng- 
land once more aspired to be admitted into the great Euro- 
pean family of states ; and Henry was the arbiter of Francis 
of France, and of Charles of Germany. The awakened 
spirit of the English people unconsciously was preparatory 
to the day which yet no one dreamed of. The minds of 
men were opening to wider views ; and he who sat on the 
throne was one who would not be the last man in the king- 
dom to be mindless of its progress. 

This lettered monarch Wmself professed authorship, and 
a sceptre was his pen. When he sent forth a volume which 
all Europe was to read, and was graced by a new title 
which all Europe was to own, who dared to controvert the 
crowned controversialist, or impugn the validity of that airy 
title ? His majesty alone was allowed to confute himself.* 

• The manuscript of Henry the Eighth reposes in the Vatican, 
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Trained from his early days in scholastic divinity, for he 
was designed to be an archbishop, the volume, however 
aided by others, was the native growth of his own mind. 
The king's taste for this learning was studiously flattered 
by the great cardinal, who gently recommended to his rest- 
less master a perusal of the nineteen folios of Thomas 
Aquinas, possibly with the hope of fixing the royal fly in 
the repose of the cobwebs of the schoolmen. Such indeed 
were his habits of study, that he could interest himself in 
compiling a national Latin grammar, when the schools suc- 
ceeded to the dissolved monasteries. The grammar was 
issued as an act of parliament ; no other but the royal 
grammar was to be thumbed without incurring the peril of 
a premunire.* 

It is to be regretted that we are supplied with but few 
literary anecdotes of this literary monarch. Some we may 
incidentally glean, and some may be deduced from infer- 
ence. The age was not yet far enough advanced in civili- 
sation to enjoy that inquisitive leisure which leaves its 
memorials for a distant posterity in the court tattle of a 
Suetonius, or the secret history of a Procopius. It has, 
however, been recorded that certain acts of parliament and 
proclamations were corrected by the royal pen, and par- 
ticularly the first draught of the act which empowered the 
king to erect bishoprics was written by his own hand ; and 
he was the active editor of those monarchical pamphlets, 
as they may be classed, on religious topics, which were 
frequently required during his reign. 

This learned monarch was unquestionably the first patron 

witnessed by his own hand in this inscription : — ** Anglonim Rex, 
Henricus Leoni X. * mittit hoc opns et fidei testem et amicitise.' " — 
I found this inscription in one of the notes of Selden to the Polyol- 
bion of Drayton. 

• The famous Granimar of Lilly was the work of a learned asso- 
ciation, in which it appears that both the king and the cardinal had 
the honor to co-operate. Sir Thomas Elyot has designated Henry 
«as the chief author." — Prc/acc to ^^The Casta of Health*'' 

Vol. L — 24 
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of our vernacular literature. He indulged in a literary 
intercourse with our earliest writers, and evinced a keen 
curiosity on any novelty in the infant productions of the 
English press. On freqvent occasions he took a personal 
interest in the success, and even in the concoction, of lit- 
erary productions. He fully entered into the noble designs 
of Sir Thomas Elyot to create a vernacular style, and crit- 
ically discussed with him the propriety of the use of new 
words, " apt for the purpose." And on one occasion, when 
Sir Thomas Elyot projected our first Latin dictionary, the 
king, in the presence of the courtiers, commended the de- 
sign, and offered the author not only his royal counsel, but 
a supply of such books as the royal library possessed. 

The king was not offended, as were some of the cour- 
tiers, with the freedom displayed by Elyot in some of his 
ethical works. Elyot tells us, '^ His grace not only took it 
in the better part, but with princely words, full of majesty, 
commended my diligence, simplicity, and courage, in that 
I spared no estate in the rebuking of vice." The king, at 
the same time that he protected Elyot from his petty critics, 
rewarded the early efforts of another vernacular author, 
who had dedicated to him his first work in English prose, 
by a pension, which enabled the young student, Roger 
Ascham, to set off on his travels. A remarkable instance 
pf Henry's quick attention to the novelties of our literature 
appears by his critical conversation with the antiquary, 
Thynne, who had presented to him his new edition of 
Chaucer. His majesty soon discovered the novelty of 
^« The Pilgrim's Tale,'.' a bitter satire on the pride and state 
of the clergy, which at the time was ascribed to Chaucer. 
The king, pointing it out to the learned editor, observed, 
in these very words, "William Thynne, I doubt this will 
not be allowed, for I suspect the bishops will call thee in 
question for it." The editor submitted, « If your grace be 
not offended, I hope to be protected by you." The king 
" bade him go, and fear not !" It is evident that his majesty 
was " not offended" at a severe satire on the clergy. But 



HIS LITERARY CHARACTER. 279 

even Henry the Eighth could not always change at will 
his political position — the minister in power may find 
means to counteract even the absolute king. A great stir 
was made in Wolsey's parliament ; it was even proposed 
that the works of Chaucer should be wholly suppressed. 
Some good-humored sprite rose in faror of the only, poet 
in the nation, observing that all the world knew that Dan 
Chaucer had never written anything more than fables ! 
The authority of Wolsey so far prevailed, that " The Pil- 
grim's Tale " was suppressed j and it seems that the haughty 
prelate would willingly have suppressed the editor in his 
own person. Thynne was an intimate acquaintance of 
Skelton, whose caustic rhymes of " Colin Clout" had been 
concocted at his country-house. Thynne, in this perilous 
adventure of publishing " The Pilgrim's Tale," was saved 
from the talons of the cardinal, for this monarch's royal 
word was at all times sacred with him. 

A literary anecdote of this monarch has been recently 
disclosed, which at least attests his ardor for information. 
When Henry wanted time, if not patience, to read a new 
work, he put copies into the hands of two opposite charac- 
ters, and from the reports of these rival reviewers, the king 
ventured to deduce his own results. This method of judg- 
ing a work without meditating on it, was a new royal cut 
in the road of literature, to which we of late have been 
accustomed ; but it seemed with Henry rather to have in- 
creased the vacillations of his opinions, than steadied the 
firmness of his decisions. 

The court of Henry displayed a brilliant circle of lite- 
rary noblemen, distinguished for their translations, and 
some by their songs and sonnets. Parker, Lord Morley, 
was a favorite for his numerous versions, some of which 
he dedicated to the king ; the witty Wyat, who always sus- 
tained the anagram of his name, was a familiar companion ; 
nor could Henry be insensible to the elegant effusions of 
Surrey, imless his political feelings indisposed his admira- 
tion. It was at the king's command that Lord Bemers 
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translated the Chronicles of Froissart, and the volume is 
adorned by the royal arms. Stemhold, the memorable 
psalm-enditer, was a groom of the chamber, and a personal 
favorite of his master ; and Henry appointed the illustrious 
Leland to search for and to preserve the antiquities of Eng- 
land, and invested him with the honorable title of '* The 
King's Antiquary." 

Scholars too stood around the royal table, and the com- 
pany at the palace excelled that of any academy, as Eras- 
mus has told us. Learning patronised by a despot became 
a fashionable accomplishment, and the model for the court 
was in the royal family themselves. It is from this period 
that we may date that race of learned ladies which con- 
tinued through the long reign of our maiden queen. Yet 
before the accession of Henry the Eighth, half a century 
had not elapsed when female literature was at so low an 
ebb, that Sir Thomas More noticed as an extraordinary 
circumstance that Jane Shore could read and write. When 
Erasmus visited the English court, he curiously observed 
that "The course of human affairs was changed; the 
monks famed in time past for learning are become igno- 
rant, and women love books,^^ Erasmus had witnessed at 
the court of Henry the Eighth the Princesses Mary and 
Elizabeth, both of whom held an epistolary correspondence 
in Latin ; the daughter of Sir Anthony Cook, and Lady 
Jane Grey, versed in Greek ; and the Queen Catherine 
Parr, his fervent admirer for his paraphrase of the four 
gospels. Erasmus had frequented the house of the Mores, 
which he describes as a perfect musarum domicilium. The 
venerable Nicholas Udall, a contemporary, has also left us a 
picture of that day. " It is now a conunon thing to see 
young virgins so nouzeld [nursed] and trained in the study 
of letters, that they willingly set all other vain pastimes at 
nought — reading and writing, and with most earnest study, 
both early and late." The pliable nobility of Henry the 
Eighth easily took the bend of the royal family, and among 
their daughters, doubtless, there were more learned women 
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than are chronicled in Ballard's Memoirs. Lady Jane 
Grey meditating on Plato was not so uncommon an inci- 
dent as it appears to us, in the insulated anecdote. Th« 
learning of that day must not be held as the pedantry of a 
later, for it was laying the foundations of every knowledge 
in the soil q[ Eng^d. 

The king's more elegant tastes diffused themselves 
among the finer arts at a time when they were yet strangers 
in this land; his father's travelled taste had received a 
tincture of these arts when abroad, in Henry the Eighth 
they burst into existence with a more robust aptitude. He 
eagerly invited foreign artists to his court ; but the patron- 
age of an English monarch was not yet appreciated by 
some of the finest geniuses of Italy ; we lay yet too far out 
of their observation and sympathies ; and it is recorded of 
one of the Italian artists, a fiery spirit, who had visited 
England, that he designated us as qttelle bestie Inghsi. Ra- 
phael and Titian could not be lured from their studios and 
their blue skies ; but, fortunately, a northern genius, whose 
name is as immortal as their own, was domiciliated by the 
liberal monarch, the friend of Erasmus and of More — 
Hans Holbein. 

Among the musicians of Henry we find French, Italians, 
and Germans ; he was himself a musician, and composed 
several pieces which I believe are still retained in the ser- 
vice of the Royal Chapel.* He had a taste for the gorge- 
ous or grotesque amusements of the continent, combining 
them with a display of the fine arts in their scenical effects. 
One memorable night of the Epiphany, the court was start- 
led by a new glory, where the king and his companions 
appeared in a scene which the courtiers had never before 
witnessed. " It was a mask after the manner of Italy, a 
thing not seen afore in England," saith the chronicler of 
Henry's court-days. Once, to amaze a foreign embassy, 
and on a sudden to raise up a banqu^ting-honse, the mon- 

* Sir John Hawkins' $istory of Music^ vol. ii.. 

24* 
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arcli set to work the right magicians ; an architect, and a 
poet, and his master of the revels, were months inventing and 
laboring. The regal banqueting-house was adorned by the 
arts of picture and music, of sculpture and architecture; 
all was full of illusion and reality ; the house itself was a 
pageant to exhibit a pageant. The magnificent prince was 
himself so pleased, that he anxiously stopped his visiters 
at the points of sight most favorable to catch the illosion 
of the perspective. A monarch of such fine tastes and 
gorgeous fancies would create the artists who are the true 
inventors. 
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The people of Europe, who had no other knowledge of 
languages than their own uncultivated dialects, seem to 
have possessed what, if we may so dignify it, we would 
call a figurative literature of their own. It is obvious that 
the people could not be ignorant of the important transac- 
tions in their own land ; transactions in which their fathers 
had been the spectators or the actors, the sons would per- 
petuate by their traditions ; the names of their heroes had 
not died with them in the battle-field. Nor would the vil- 
lain's subjection to the feudal lord spoil the merriment of 
the land, nor dull the quip of natural facetiousness. 

Before the people had national books they had national 
songs. Even at a period so obscure as the days of Charle- 
magne there were " most ancient songs, in which the act 
and wars of the old kings were sung." These songs which, 
the Secretary of Charlemagne has informed us, were sedu- 
lously collected by the command of that great monarch 
are described by the Secretary, according to his classical 
taste, as harhara et antiquissima carmina ; " barbarous," 
because they were composed in the rude vernacular lan- 
guage ; yet such was their lasting energy that they were, 
even in the eighth century, held to be *' most ancient," so 
long had they dwelt in the minds of the people ! The 
enlightened emperor had more largely comprehended their 
results in the vernacular idiom on the genius of the nation 
than had the more learned and diplomatic Secretary. It 
was an ingenious conjecture, that, possibly, even these an- 
cient songs may in some shape have come down to us in 
the elder northern and Teutonic romances, and the Danish, 
the Swedish, the Scottish, and the English popular ballads. 
The kindling narrative, and the fiery exploits which en- 
tranced the imagination of Charlemagne, mutilated or dis-< 
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guised, may have framed the incidents of a romance, or 
been gathered up in the snatches of old wives' tales, and, 
finally may have even lingered in the nursery. 

Our miserable populace had poets for themselves, whose 
looser carols were the joy of the streets or the fields. tJn- 
fortimately we only learn that they had such artless effu- 
sions, for these songs have perished on the lips of the 
singers. The monks were too dull or too cunning to 
chronicle the outpourings of a people whom they despised, 
and which assuredly would have often girded them to the 
quick. A humorous satire of this kind has stolen down to 
us in that exquisite piece of drollery and grotesque inven- 
tion, " The land of Cokaigne."* They had historical bal- 
lads which were rehearsed to all listeners ; and it was 
from these *' old ballads, popular through succeeding times,'' 
that William of Malmesbury tells us that " he learned more 
than from books written expressly for the information of 
posterity," though he will not answer for their precise truth. 
They had also political ballads. A memorable one, free 
as a lampoon, made by one of the adherents of Simon de 
Montfort, Earl of Leicester, in the fugitive day of his vic- 
tory in 1264, occasioned a statute against " slanderous re- 
ports or tales to cause discord betwixt king and people," 
a spirit which by no means was put down by that enact- 
ment.! This was a ballad sung to the people, as appears 
by the opening line : — 

^^Sitteth all stille, and hearkeneth to me !" 

This ballad strikingly contrasts with another of unnerv- 
ing dejection, after the irreparable defeat of the party, and 
the death of the Earl of Leicester, which, it is remarka- 

* Mr. Ellis has preserved it entire^ with notes which make it in- 
telligible to any modem reader. 

t Percy's Reliques of Ancient English Poetry, ii., 1. — " The lib- 
erty of abusing their kings and princes at pleasure, assumed by the 
good people of this realm, is a privilege of very long standing.'' 



BOOKS OF THE PEOPLE. 285 

ble, is written in French, having been probably addressed 
solely to that discomfited nobility who would sympathize 
with the lament.* 

The people, or the inferior classes of society, who, des- 
pised the courtly French then in vogue, formed such a 
multitude, that it was for them that Robert of Gloucester 
wrote his Chronicle, and that Robert of Bnmne translated 
the Chronicle of Peter Langtoft, and a volume of recrea- 
tive tales from the French. The people even then were 
eager readers, or, more properly auditors ; and this further 
appears in the naivete of our rhymer's prologue to this 
Chronicle. The monk tells us, that this story of England 
which he now shows in English, is not intended for the 
learned, but the illiterate ; not for the clerk, but the lay- 
man : — 

"Not for the lerid, but the lewedj^f 

and he describes the class, " they who take solace and 
mirth when they sit together in fellowship," and deem it 
" wisdom for to witten [to know] 

«' The state of the land, and haf it written." 

The Hermit of Hampole expressly wrote his theological 
poems for the people, for those who could understand only 
English. 

At a period when we glean nothing from any literature 
of the people, we find that it had a positive existence ; for 
two chronicles and a collection of tales and theological 
poems were furnished for them in their native idiom, by 
writers who imquestionably sought for celebrity. The peo- 

♦ The Political Songs of England have been recently given by 
Mr. Thomas Wright, to whom our literature owes many deep obli- 
gations. 

t Lewed Mr. Campbell interprets low, which is not quite correct. 
Heame explains the term as signifying " the laity, laymen, and the 
illiterate.'* The layman was always considered to be iUiterahy by 
the devices of the monks. 
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pie, too, had what in every age has been their peculiar 
property — all the fragmentary wisdom of antiquity in those 
" Few Words to the Wise," so daily useful, or so apt in 
the contingencies of human life; proverbs and ^sopian 
fables, delightedly transmitted from father to son. The 
memories of the people were stored with short narratives ; 
for a startling tale was not easily forgotten. They had 
songs of trades, appropriated to the different avocations of 
laborers. These were a solace to the solitary task-worker, 
or threw a cheering impulse when many were employed 
together. Such Hall aptly describes as 

*< Song to the wheel^ and sung unto the payle."* 

These songs are found among the people of every coun- 
try ; and these effusions were the true poetry of the heart, 
which kept alive their social feelings. The people had 
even the greater works brought down for them to a diminu- 
tive size ; the lays of minstrelsey were usually fragments of 
the metrical chronicles, or a disjointed tale from some ro- 
mance ;t such as the popular Fabliaux, which form the 
amusing collection of Le Grand. 

These proverbs and these fables, these songs and these 
tales, all these were a library without books, till the day 
arrived when the people had books of their own, open to 
their comprehension, and responding to their sympathies. 
That this traditional literature was handed down from gen- 
eration to generation, appears from the circumstance, that 
hardly had the printing-press been in use when a multitude 
of " the people's books " spread through Europe their rude 
instruction, or their national humor. They were even ren- 
dered more attractive by the expressive wood-cuts, which 

♦ It is to be regretted that Mr. Jamieson, in his "Popular Bal- 
lads," was unavoidably prevented enlarging this class of his songs. 
He has given the carols of the Boatmen^ the Com-grinders^ and the 
Dairy-women. — Jamieson's Popular Ballads, ii., 362. 

t Hearne's Preface to Peter Langtoft's Chronicle, xxxvii. 
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palpably appealed to a sense which reqvdred no " cunning ** 
to comprehend. Their piety and their terror were long 
excited by that variety of Satan and his devils which were 
exhibited to their appalled imaginations — the mouth of 
hell gaping wide, and the crowd of the damned driven in 
ty the flaming pitchforks. " The Calendar of Shepherds," 
originally a translation from the French, was a popular 
hand-book, and rich were its contents — a perpetual ahna- 
nac, the saints' days, with the signs of the zodiac, a recep- 
tacle of domestic receipts, all the wisdom of proverbs, and 
all the mysteries of astrology, divinity, politics, and geogra- 
phy, mingled in verse and prose. It was the encyclopedia 
for the poor man, and even for some of his betters. 

The courtly favorites of a former age descended from the 
oriel window to the cottage-lattice. Perpetuated in our 
•< chap-books," sold on the stalls of fairs, and mixed with 
the wares of " the Chapman," they became the books of the 
people. " The Gestes " of Guy of Warwick and Sir Be vis 
of Hampton, and other fabulous heroes of chivalry, have 
been recognised in their humble disguise of the "Tom 
Thumb," and « Tom Hickathrift," and « Jack the Giant- 
Killer " of the people. 

In France their " biblioth^que bleue," books now in the 
shape of pamphlets, deriving their name from the color of 
their wrappers, preserves the remains of the fugitive litera- 
ture of the people ; and in Italy to this day, several of the 
old romances of chivalry are cut down to a single paul's 
purchase, and delight the humble buyers. Guerin Meschi- 
no, of native origin, still retains his popularity. In Ger- 
many, some patriotic antiquaries have delighted to collect 
this household literature of the illiterate. The Germans, 
who, more than any other nation, seem to have cherished 
the hallowed feelings of the homestead, have a term to 
designate this class of literature. They call these vol- 
umes Volksbiicher, or " the people's books." 

There existed a more intimate intercourse between the 
vernacular writers of Germany and our own than appears 
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yet to have been investigated. " The Merry Jests of 
Howleglas," most delectable to the people from their gross- 
ness and their humors, is of German origin ; and it has 
been recently discovered that "The History of Friar 
Rush," which perplexed the researches of Ritson, is a lit- 
eral prose version of a German poem, printed in 1587.* 
" Reynard the Fox," a most amusing uSsopian history — 
an exquisite satire on the vices of the clergy, the devices 
of courtiers, and not sparing majesty itself; an intelligible 
manual of profound machiavelism, displaying the trickery 
of circumventing and supplanting, and parr3dng off oppo- 
nents by sleights of wit — was translated by Gaxton from 
the Dutch. 

This political fiction has been traced in several lan- 
guages to an earlier period than the thirteenth century. 
The learned Germans hold it to be a complete picture of 
the feudal manners ; and Heineccius, one of the most able 
jurists, declares that it has often assisted him in clearing 
up the jurisprudence of Germany ; and that, for the genius 
of the writer, the volume deserves to be ranked with the 
classics of antiquity. The writer probably had good rea- 
sons for concealing his name ; but his intimacy with a 
court-life is apparent. He has dexterously described tlie 
wiles of Reynard, whose cunning overreached his oppo- 
nents. His wit, his learning, his humor, and knowledge 
of mankind, are of no ordinary degree ; and this favorite 
satire contributed, no less than the works of Ertismus, of 
Rabelais, and of Boccaccio,to pave the way for the Refor- 
mation. It was among the earliest productions of the press 
in Germany and in England ; and became so popular here, 
that on the old altar-piece of Canterbury cathedral are 
several paintings taken from this pungent satire. The 
modern Italian poet, Casti, seems to have borrowed the 
plan of his famous political satire " GP Animali Parlanti " 
from Reynard the Fox. 

♦ Foreign Quarterly Review, vol. 18. 
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Thd Germans have occasionally borrowed from ivi, 4i8 
we abo from the Italian jest-books, many of our ^ talM 
and quick answers ;'' the facetiae of Poggias and Dom««i« 
chi, and others, have been a fertile source of our own. 

All tales have wings, whether they come from the east 
or the north, and they soon become denizens wherever 
they alight. Thus it has haj^enod that the tale which 
charmed the wimdering Arab in his tent, or cheered the 
northern peasant by his winter-fire, alike held on its jour- 
ney toward England and Scotland. Dr. Leyden was sur- 
prised when he first perused the fabliaux of " The Poor 
Scholar," « The Three Thieves," and « The Sexton of 
Climi," to recognise the popular stories which he had often 
beard in infancy. He was then young in the poetical stu* 
<dies of the antiquary, or he would not have been at a loss 
to know whether the Scots drew their tales from the French, 
pi the French from their Scottish intercoinrse ; or whether 
ihey originated with the Celtic, or the Scandinavian, or 
sometimes even with the Orientalists* 

The genealogy of many a tale, as well as the humors 
of native jesters, from the days of Henry the Eighth to 
those of Joe Miller, who, as som^)ody has observed, now 
too begins to be ancient, maybe traced not only to France, 
to Spain, and to Italy, but to Greece and Rome, and at 
length to Persia and to India. Our most familiar stories 
have afforded instances. The tale of Whittington and his 
Cat, supposed to be indigenous to our country, was first 
narrated by Arjiotto, in his " Novella delle Gatte," in his 
" Facetie," which were printed soon after his death, in 
1483 ; the tale is told of a merchant of Genoa. We must, 
{lowever, recollect that Arlotto had been a visiter at the 
court of England. The other puss, though without her 
boots, may be seen in Straparola's " Piacevoli Notti," The 
familiar little Hunchback of the Arabian Nights has been 
a universal favorite ; it may be found ever3rwhere ; in 
« The Seven Wise Masters," in the " Gesta Romanoruxp," 
and in Le Grand's « Fabliaux." The popular tale of Lly- 

Vol. I.— 25 
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wellyn's greyhound, whose grave we still visit at Bethge« 
lert, Sir William Jones discovered in Persian tradition, 
and it has given rise to a proverb, " As repentant as the 
man who killed his greyhound." In " Les Maximes des 
Orientaux" of Galland, we find several of our popular tales. 

Bluebeard, Red-riding Hood, and Cinderella, are tales 
told alike in the nurseries of England and France, Germa- 
ny and Denmark ; and the domestic warning to the Lady 
Bird, the chant of our earliest day, is sung by the nurse 
of Germany.* All nations seem alike concerned in this 
copartnership of tale-telling ; borrowing, adulterating, cHp- 
ping, and even receiving back the identical coin which had 
circulated wherever it was found. Douce, one of whose 
favorite pursuits was tracing the origin and ramification of 
tales, to my knowledge, could have afibrded a large vol- 
ume of this genealogy of romance ; but that volume proba- 
bly reposes for the regale of the next century, that literary 
antiquary being deterred by caustic reviewers from the 
publication of his useful researches. 

The people, however, did not advance much in intelli- 
gence, even after the discovery of printing, for new works, 
which should have been designed for popular purposes, 
were still locked up in a language which none spoke and 
only the scholar read ; and this, notwithstanding a noble 
example had been set by the Italians to the other nations 
of Europe. In the early days of our printing, the vernacu- 
lar productions of the press were thrown out to amuse the 
children of society, fashioned as their toys. We have an 
abundance of poetical and prose facetiae, all of which were 
solely adapted to the popular taste, and some of the wri- 
ters of which were eminent persons. Few but have heard 
of *' The Merry Tales of the Madmen of Gotham," and of 
" Scogin's Jests, full of witty mirth and pleasant shifts." 
These facetious works are said to be " gathered" by An- 

• "Weber. — Brit. Bib,, vol. iv. The German song of the Ladf- 
bird is beautifully versified in the preface to *' Grerman Popular Sto- 
ries," by the late Edgar Taylor. 
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drew Borde,* a physician and humorist of a very original 
cast of mind, and who professedly wrote for " the com.- 
monwealth," that is, the people, many other works on 
graver topics, not less seasoned with drolleries. - He was 
the first who composed medical treatises in the vernacular 
idiom. His '^ Breviarie of Health" is a medical diction- 
ary, and held to be a "jewel" in his time, as Fuller re- 
cords. In this alphabetical list of all diseases, his philoso- 
phy reaches to the diseases of the mind, whose cure he 
combines with that of the body, the medicine and the satire 
often pleasantly illustrating each other. From the " Di- 
etarie of Health" the modem apostles of regimen might 
expand their own revelations ; it contains many curious 
matters, not only on diet, but on the whole system of do- 
mestic economy, even to the building of a house, regu- 
lating a family, and choosing a good air to dwell in, &c. 
Another of his books, " the Introduction of Knowledge," is 
a miscellany of great curiosity, describing the languages 
and manners of different countries ; in it are specimens of 

* A calamity to which wits are incident is that 'of having their 
names prefixed to collections to give them currency. I do not know 
whether this has not happened to our author. " The Merry Tales 
of the Madmen of Gotham" are no doubt of great antiquity ; they 
are characterized by a i)eculiar simplicity of silliness. " Scogin's 
Jests," of the sixty which we have, a very few traditions may have 
preserved, but they must have received in the course of time the 
addition of pointless jests, tales marred in the telling, and some 
things neither jest nor tale ; and it is remarkable that these are 
always accompanied by an inane moralization, while the more tol- 
erable appear to be preserved in their original condition. Some 
fature researcher may be so fortunate as to compare them with the 
first editions if they exist. 

John Scogin was a gentleman of good descent, who was invited 
to court by Edward the Fourth for the pleasantry of his wit j he was 
a caustic Democritus, and gave rise to a proverbial phrase, ^* What 
says Scogin ?" If he usually said two thirds of what is ascribed to 
him in this volume, he had never given rise to a proverb. " The 
Merry Tales of the Madmen of Gotham" have been recently re- 
printed by Mr. Halliwell. 
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the Cornish, Welsh, Irish, and Scotch languages, as alse 
of the Turkish and Egyptian, and others, and the value of 
their coins. The apt yet concise discrimination of the na- 
tional character of every people, is true to the hour we are 

writing. 

The writings of Borde incidentally preserve curioos no- 
tices of the domestic life and of the customs and arts of 
that period. Whitaker, in his history of Whalley, has re- 
ferred to his directions for the construction of great houses, 
in illustration of our domestic architecture. In all his lit- 
tle hooks much there is which the antiquary and the pM* 
losopher would not wiUingiy pass by. 

Andrew Borde was one of thoae eccentric geniuses who 
live in their own sphere, moving on principles which do 
not guide the routine of society. He was a Carthusian 
friar ; his hair-shirt, however, could never mortify his un- 
varying facetiousness ; but if he ever rambled in his wits, 
he was a wider rambler, even beyond die boundaries of 
Christendom, ^* a thousand or two and more myles ;" aH 
extraordinary feat in his day. He took his degree at Mont- 
jpelier, was incorporated at Oxford, and admitted into the 
College of Physicians in London, and was among the phy- 
sicians of Henry the Eighth. His facetious genius could 
not conceal the real learning and the practical knowledge 
which he derived from pers<mal observation. Borde has 
received hard measure from our literary historians. This 
ingenious scholar has been branded by Warton as a mad 
physician. To close the story of one who was all his dayB 
so facetious, we find that this Momus of philosophers died 
in the fleet. This was the fate of a great humorist, nei- 
ther wanting in learning nor genius. 

It is said that such was his love of " the conunonwealth,'' 
that he sometimes addressed them from an open stage, in 
a sort of gratuitous lecture, as some amateurs of our own 
days have delighted to deliver ; and whence has been hand- 
ed down to us the term of " Merry Andrew." 

In the limited circles which then divided society, the 
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taste for humor was very low. We had not yet reached 
to the witty humors of Shakespeare and Jonson. Sir 
Thomas More's « Long Story," in endless stanzas, which 
Johnson has strangely placed among the specimens of the 
English language, was held as a tale of " infinite conceit," 
assuredly by the great author himself, who seems to have 
communicated this sort of taste to one of his family. Ras- 
tall, the learned printer, brother-in-law of More, and farther, 
the grave abbreviator of the statutes in English, issued 
from his press in 1525, " The Widow Edith's Twelve 
Merrie Gestys." She was a tricking widow, renowned 
for her " lying, weeping, and laughing," an ancient mum- 
per, who had triumphed over the whole state spiritual, and 
the temporality ; travelling from town to town in the full 
practice of dupery and wheedling, to the admiration of her 
numerous victims. The arts of cheatery were long held 
to be facetious ; most of the " Merrie Jests " consist of 
stultifying fools, or are sharping tricks, practised on the 
simple children of dupery. There is a stock of this base 
coinage. This taste for dupery was carried down to a 
much later period j for the " Merrie conceited jests of 
George Peele," and of Tarleton, are chiefly tricks of 
sharpers. 

" The Hye Way to the Spyttel House," or as we should 
say, " the road to ruin," exposes the mysteries and crafl of 
the venerable brotherhood of mendicancy and imposture ; 
their ingenious artifices to attract the eye, and their secret 
orgies concealed by midnight ; all that flourishes now in 
St. Giles's, flourishejd then in the Sarbican. Not long 
after we have the first vocabulary of cant language of 
<« The Fratemitye of Yacabondes ;" whose honorary titles 
cannot be yet placed in Bankes' Extinct Peerage. 

There were attack^ on the fair sex in those days which 
were parried by their eulogies. We seem to have been 
early engaged in that battle of the sexes, where the perfec- 
tions or the imperfections of the female character offered 
themes for a libel or a panegyric. From the days of Boc- 

25* ^ 
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caccio die Italians liave usually paid their tribute to " ilhi»< 
trious women," notwithstanding the free insinuatiomi of 
some malicious norelists ; that peo|^ preceded in the tep 
finement of social life the tramontani. England and France, 
in their ruder circle of society, contracted a cynicism whidk 
appears in a variety of invectives and apologies jbf ike 
beautiful sex. 

One of the most popular attacks of tibia sort was ^ The 
School-house of Women," a severe satire* published anoHf 
ymously. One of the heaviest charges is their bitter sar- 
casm on the new dresses of their Mends. The author, 
one Edward Gosynhyll, charmed, no doubt, by his success- 
ful onset, and proud in his victory^ threw off the mask ; 
mending his ambidextrous pen for " The Praise of all Wo- 
men^" called '^ Mulierum Pean," he acknowledged hin^elf 
to be the writer <rf "The School-house." Probably he 
thought he might now do so with impunity^ as he was ma^ 
king the amende honorable. Whether this saved the trem- 
bling Orpheus from the rage of the Bacchantes, our scanty 
literary history tells not ; but his defence is not considered 
as the least able among several elicited by his own attacL 

" The Wife lapped in Morels' Skins, or the Taming of a 
Shrew," was the favorite tale of the Petruchios of those 
days, where a haughty dame is softened into a degrading 
obedience by the brutal command of her mate ; a tale which 
some antiquaries still chuckle over, who have not been so 
venturous as this hero.^ 

• Several of these pieces are preserved ia Mr. Utterson's « Select 
Pieces of Early Pt^nlar Poetry.»' This attadc on women proved 
not a theme less fertile among our neighbors j how briskly the skir- 
mish was carried wi, the notice of a single writer will show : — Al- 
phabet de rimperfection et Malice des Femmes, par J. Olivier, licen- 
cier aux loix, et en droit-canon, 1617 j" three editions of which ap- 
peared in the course of two years. This blow was repelled by « De- 
fense des Femmes contre I'AIphabet de leur pretendue Malice^ par 
Vigonreux, 1617 j'» the first author rejoined with a «IUponse aux 
Impertiaenees de TAposte Capitaine Yigoureax, par OEvier, 1617." 
The fire was kept up by an ally of Olivier^ ia ^^lUplique a TAati- 
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All these books, written for the people, were at length 
consumed by the hands of their multitudinous readers ; we 
leam, indeed, in Anthony i Wood's time, that some had 
descended to the stalls ; but at the present day some of 
these rare fugitive pieces may be unique. This sort of 
pamphlet, Burton, the anatomist of melancholy, was de- 
lighted to heap together ; and the collection f(»:med by such 
a keen relish of popular humors, he actually bequeathed to 
the Bodleian Library, where, if they are kept together, they 
would answer the design of the donor; otherwise, such 
domestic records of the humors and manners of the age, 
diffused among the general mass, would bear only the 
▼alue of their rarity. 

Malice du Sieur Vigourenx, par De la Bruyere, 1617." At a period 
earlier than this conflict, the French had, as well as ourselves, many 
works on the subject. 
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THE DIFFICULTIES EXPERIENCED BY A 
PRIMITIVE AUTHOR. 

Sir Thomas Elyot is the first English prose-wiiter 
who avowedly attempted to cultirate the language of his 
country. We track the prints of the first weak footsteps 
in this new path ; and we detect the aberrations of a mind 
intent on a great popular design, but still vague and uncer- 
tain, often opposed by contemporaries, yet cheered by the 
little world of his readers. 

Elyot for us had been little more than a name, as have 
been many retired students, from the negligence of con- 
temporaries, had he not been one of those interesting au- 
.thors who have let us into the history of their own minds, and 
either prospectively have delighted to contemplate on their 
future enterprises, or retrospectively have exulted in their 
past labors. 

This amiable scholar had been introduced at court early 
in life ; his " great friend and crony was Sir Thomas 
More ;" so plain Anthony i Wood indicates the famiUar 
intercourse of two great men. Elyot was a favorite with 
Henry the Eighth, and employed on various embassies, 
particularly on the confidential one to Rome to negotiate 
the divorce of Queen Katherine. To his public employ- 
ments he alludes in his first work, " The Governor," which 
" he had gathered as well of the sayings of most noble 
authors, Greek and Latin, as by his own experience, he 
being continually trained in some daily affairs of the public 
weal from his childhood." 

A passion for literature seems to have prevailed over the 
ambition of active life, and on his return from his last em- 
bassy, he decided to write books " in our vulgar tongue," 
on a great variety of topics, to instruct his countrymen 
The diversity of his reading, and an unwearied pen, hap- 
pily qualified, in this early age of the literature of a nation. 
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a Student who was impatient to diffuse that knowledge 
which he felt he only efTectnally possessed in the degree^ 
and in the space, which he commonic^ited it. 

His first elaborate work is entitled, " The Boke of the 
Governor, devised by Sir Thomas Elyot," 1531 — a work 
Once so popular, that it passed through seven or eight edi- 
tions, and 18 still valued by the coUectora of our ancient 
literature. 

" The Governor" is one of those treatises which, at an early 
period of civilization, when general education is imperfect, 
becomes useful to mould the manners and to inculcate the 
morals which should distinguish the courtier and the 
statesman. Elyot takes his future " Governor" in the arms 
of his nurse, and places the ideal being amid all the scenes 
which may exercise the virtues, or the studies which he 
develops. The work is dedicated to Henry the Eighth. 
The design, the imaginary personage, the author, and the 
patron, are equally dignified. The style is grave ; and it 
would not be candid in a modem critic to observe that, in 
the progress of time, the good sense has become too ob* 
vious, and the perpetual illustrations from ancient history 
too familiar. The erudition in philology of that day has 
become a schoolboy's learning. They had then no other 
volumes to recur to of any authority, but what the ancients 
had lefl. 

Elyot- had a notion that, for the last thousand years, the 
world had deteriorated, and that the human mind had not 
expanded through the coarse of ages. When he compared 
the writers of this long series of centuries, the babbling, 
though the subtle schoolmen, who had chained us down 
to their artificial forms, with the great authors of antiquity, 
there seemed an appearance of truth in his decision. 
Christianity had not yet exhibited to modem Europe the 
refined moralities of Seneca, and the curious knowledge 
of Plutarch, in the homilies of Saints and Fathers ; nor 
had its histories of man, confined to our monkish annalists, 
emulated the narrative charms of Livy, nor the grandeur 
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of Tacitus. Of the poets of antiquity, Elyot declared that 
the English language, at the time he wrote, could convey 
nothing equivalent, wanting even words to express the 
delicacies, "the turns," and the euphony of the Latin 
verse. 

A curious evidence of the jejune state of the piiblic 
mind at this period, appears in this volume. Here a 
learned and grave writer solemnly sets forth several chap- 
ters on "that honest pastime of dancing," in which he 
discovers a series of modem allegories. The various 
figures and reciprocal movements between man and woman, 
" holding each other by the hand," indicate the order, con- 
cord, prudence, and other virtues so necessary for the 
common weal. The singles and reprinses exhibit the 
virtue of circumspection, which excites the writer to a 
panegyric of the father of the reigning sovereign. These 
ethics of the dance contain some curious notices, and mas- 
ters in the art might hence have embellished their trea- 
tises on the philosophy of dance ; for, " in its wonderful 
figures, which the Greeks do call idea, are comprehended 
so many virtues and noble qualities." It is amusing to 
observe how men willingly become the dupes of their 
fancies, by affecting to discover motives and analogies, the 
most unconnected imaginable with the objects themselves. 
Long after our polished statesman wrote, the Puritan ex- 
communicated the sinful daiicer, and detected in the grace- 
ful evolutions of "the honor," the "brawl," and the 
" single," with all their moral movements, the artifices of 
Satan, and the perdition of the souls of two partners,;- dan- 
cing too well. It was the mode of that age thus to moral- 
ise, or allegorise, on the common acts of life, and to sanc- 
tion their idlest amusements by some religious motive. At 
this period, in France, we find a famous VeneuTf Gaston 
Phebus, opening his treatise on " hunting," in the spirit 
that Elyot had opened to us the mysteries of dancing. 
" By hunting, we escape from the seven mortal sins, and 
therefore, the more we hunt, the salvation of our souls 
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will be the more secure. Every good hunter in this world 
will have joyance, glee, and solace ( joyeusete Itesse^ ei 
deduit), and secure himself a place in Paradise, not per- 
haps in the midst, but in the suburbs, because he has 
shunned idleness, the root of all evil." 

" The Boke of the Governor " must now be condemned 
to the solitary imprisonment of the antiquary's cell, who 
will pick up many curious circumstances relative to the 
manners of the age — always an amusing subject of specu- 
lation, when we contemplate on the gradations of social 
life. I suspect the world owed " The Governor" to a book 
more famous than itself — the Cortegiano of Castiglione, 
which appeared two years before the first edition of this 
work of Elyot, and whose excellence Elyot could have 
been no stranger in his embassies to his holiness, and to 
the emperor. But of " The Governor," and " The Corte- 
giano," what can we now say, but that three centuries are 
fatal to the immortality of volumes, which in the infancy 
of literature, seemed to have flattered themselves with a 
perpetuity of fame. 

It was, however, a generous design, in an age of Latin, 
to attempt to delight our countrymen by " the vulgar 
tongue ;" but these " first fruits," as he calls them, gave 
their author a taste of the bitterness of " that tree of knowl- 
edge." 

In a subsequent work, " Of the Knowledge which ma- 
keth a Wise Man," Elyot has recorded how he had laid 
himself open to "the vulgar." In the circle of a Court 
there was equal peril in moralizing, which was deemed to 
be a rebuke, as in applying rusty stories, which were con- 
sidered as nothing less than disguised personalities. " The 
Boke" was not thankfully received. The persifleurs, those 
butterflies who carry waspish stings, accounted Sir Thomas 
to be of no little presumption, that " in noting other men's 
vices he should correct magnificat.^* This odd neologism 
of " magnificat " was a mystical coinage, which circulated 
among these aristocratic exclusives who, as Elyot describes 
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tbem, *' like a galled horse abiding no plaisters, be always 
knapping and kicking at such examples and sentences as 
they do feel sharp, or do bite them." The chapters on 
" The Diversity of Flatterers," and similar subjects, had 
made many " a galled jade wince ;" and, in appl3ring the 
salve, he got a kick for the cure. They wondered why 
the knight wrote at all ! " Other much wiser men, and 
better learned than he, do forbear to write anything." 
They inscribed modem names to his ancient portraits. 
The worried author exclaims — " There be Gnathos in 
Spain as well as in Greece ; Pasquils in England as weH 
as in Rome, &c. If men will seek for them in England 
which I set in other places, I cannot let [hinder] them.'' 
But in another work — '* Image of Governance, 1540" — 
when he detailed " the monstrous living of the Emperor 
Heliogabalus," and contrasted that gross epicurean with 
3everus, such a bold and open execration of the vices of a 
luxurious Court could not avoid being obvious to the royal 
sensualist and his companions, however the character and 
the tale were removed to a bygone age. 

In this early attempt to cultivate " the vulgar tongue," 
some cavilled at his strange terms. It is a striking in* 
stance of the simplicity of the critics at that early period 
i>f our language, that our author formally explains the 
word maturity — "a Latin word, which I am constrained 
jto usurp, lacking a name in English, and which, though it 
be strange and da.k, yet may be understood as other words 
}ate comen out of Italy and France, and made denizens 
among us." Augustus Cesar it seems had frequently in 
his mouth this word matura — do maturely ! as if he should 
Jiave said. Do neither too much nor too little — too swiftly 
Aor too slowly." Elyot would confine the figurative Latin 
term to a metaphysical designation of the acts of men in 
their most perfect state, " reserving," as he says, " the word 
;ripenes to fruit and other things, separate from afiairs, as 
we have now m usage." Elyot exults in having augmented 
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the English language by the introduction of this Latin 
term, now made English for the first time ! It has flour* 
ished, as well as this other, " the redolent savours of sweet 
herbs and flowers." But his ear was not always musical, 
and some of his neologisms are less graceful — "an alect-* 
ti?e," to wit ; ^^fatigate,^^ to fatigue ; " ostent^^ to show, and 
to " sufficcUe some disputation." Such were the first weak 
steps of the fathers of our language, who, however, culled 
for us many a flower among their cockle. 

But a murmur more prejudicial arose than the idle cavil 
of new and hard words ; for some asserted that " the Boke 
seemed to be overlong." Our primeval author considered 
that " knowledge of wisdom cannot be shortly declared.'* 
Elyot had not yet attained, by suflicient practice in author- 
ship, the secret, that the volume which he had so much 
pleasure in writing could be over-tedious in reading. " For 
those," he observes sarcastically, " who be well willing, it 
is soon learned — in good faith sooner than primero or 
gleek." The nation must have then consisted of young 
readers, when a diminutive volume in twelves was deemed 
to be " overlong." In this apology for his writings, he 
threw out an undaunted declaration of his resolution to 
proceed with future volumes. — " If the readers of my 
works, by the noble example of our most dear Sovereign 
Lord, do justly and lovingly interpret my labours, I, during 
the residue of my life, will now and then set forth such 
fruits of my study, profitable, as I trust, unto this my coun- 
try, leaving malicious readers with their incurable fury." 
Such was the innocent criticism of our earliest writer— 
his pen was hardly tipped with gall. 

As all subjects were equally seductive to the artless pen 
of a primitive author, who had yet no rivals to encounter in 
public, Elyot turned his useful studies to a topic very oppo- 
site to that of political ethics. He put forth "The Castle 
of Health," a medical treatise, which passed through near- 
ly as many honorable editions as " The Governor." It 

Vol. L — 26 
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did not, however, abate the number, though it changed the 
character of his cavillers, who were now the whole corpo- 
rate body of the physicians ! 

The author has told his amusing story in the preface to 
a third edition, in 1541 : 

" Why should I be grieved with reproaches wherewith 
some of my country do recompense me for my labors, taken 
without hope of temporal reward, only for the fervent affec- 
tion which I have ever borne toward the public weal of my 
country ? * A worthy matter !' saith one ; * Sir Thomas 
Elyot has become a physician, and writeth on physic, 
which beseemeth not a knight. He might have been much 
better occupied.' Truly, if they will call him a physician 
who is studious of the weal of his country, let men so name 

me." 

But there was no shame in stad3dng this science, or set- 
ting forth any book, being — 

" Thereto provoked by the noble example of my noble 
master, King Henry VHI ; for his Highness hath not dis- 
dained to be the chief author of an introduction to grammar 
for the children of his subjects. 

" If physicians be angry that I have written physic in 
English, let them remember that Greeks wrote in Greek, 
the Romans in Latin, and Avicenna in Arabic, which were 
their own proper and maternal tongues. These were pay- 
nims and Jews ; but in this part of charity they far sur- 
mounted us Christians." 

Several years after, when our author reverted to his 
" Castle of Health," the Castle was brightened by the 
beams of public favor. Its author now exulted that " It 
shall long preserve men, be some physicians never so an- 
gry." The work had not been intended to depreciate 
medical professors, but " for their commodity, by instruct- 
ing the sick, and observing a good order in diet, prevent- 
ing the great causes of sickness, or by which they could 
the sooner be cured." Our philosopher had attempted to 
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draw aside that mystifying veil with which some affected 
to envelop the arcana of medicine, as if they were desiront 
"of writing in cypher, that none but themselves could read.** 
Our author had anticipated that revolution in medical sci- 
ence which afterward, at a distant period, has been pro- 
ductive of some of the ablest treatises in the vernacular 
languages of Europe. 

The patriotic studies of Elyot did not terminate in these 
ethical and popular volumes, for he had taxed his daily dili- 
gence for his country's weal. This appeared in "The 
Dictionary of Sir Thomas Elyot, 1535," a folio, which laid 
the foundation of our future lexicons, " declaring Latin by 
English," as Elyot describes his own labor. 

Elyot had suffered some disappointments as a courtier 
in the days of Wolsey, who lavished the royal favors on 
churchmen. In a letter to Lord Cromwell, he describes 
himself with a very narrow income, supporting his estab- 
lishment " equal to any knight in the country where I dwell 
who have much more to live on ;" but a new office, involv- 
ing considerable expense in its maintenance, to which he 
had been just appointed, he declares would be his ruin, 
having already discharged " five honest and tall person- 
ages." — "I wot not by what malice of fortune I am con- 
strained to be in that office, whereunto is, as it were, ap- 
pendent loss of money and good name, all sharpness and 
diligence in justice now-a-days being everjrwhere odious." 
And this was at a time when " I trusted to live quietly, 
and, by little and little, to repay my creditors, and to recon* 
cUe myself to mine old studies,^^ 

This letter conveys a favorable impression of the real 
character of this learned man ; but Elyot had condescend- 
ed abjectly to join with the herd in the general scramble 
for the monastic lands ; and if he feigned poverty, the deg- 
radation is not less. There are cruel epochs in a great 
revolution ; moments of trial which too often exhibit the 
lofty philosopher shrinking into one of the people. It is 
probable that he succeeded in his petition, for I find his 
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name among the commissioners appointed to make a gen- 
eral inquiry after lands belonging to the Church, as also to 
the colleges of the universities, in 1534. 

But in this day of weakness Elyot sunk far lower than 
petitioning for suppressed lands. Elyot was suspected of 
inclining to Popery, and being adverse to the new order of 
affairs. His former close intimacy with Sir Thomas More 
contributed to this suspicion, and now, it is sad to relate, 
he renounces this ancient and honorable friendship ! Pe- 
ter denied his Master. " I beseech your good lordship 
now to lay apart the remembrance of the amity betwixt me 
and Sir Thomas More, which was but usque ad aras, as is 
the proverb, considering that I was never so much addicted 
unto him as I was unto truth and fidelity toward my sover- 
eign lord." Was the influence of such illustrious friend- 
ships to be confined to chimney-comers ? Had Elyot not 
listened to the wisdom, and revered the immutable forti- 
tude, of " his great friend and crony?" — he, the stem 
moralist, who, in his " Governor," had written a remarka- 
ble chapter on " the constancy of friends," and had illus- 
trated that passion by the romantic tale of Titus and Ges- 
ippus, where the personal trials of both parties far exceed 
those of the Damon and Pythias of antiquity, and are so 
eloquently developed and so exquisitely narrated by the 
great Italian novelist. 

The literary history of Sir Thomas Elyot exhibits the 
difficulties experienced by a primitive author in the earli- 
est attempts to open a new path to the cultivation of a ver- 
nacular Uterature ; and it seems to have required all the 
magnanimity of our author to sustain his superiority among 
his own circle, by disdaining their petulant criticism, and 
by the honest confidence he gathered as he proceeded, in 
the successive editions of his writings. 
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SKELTON. 

At a period when satire had not yet assumed any legit- 
imate form, a singular genius appeared in Skelton. His 
satire is peculiar, but it is stamped by vigorous originality. 
The fertility of his conceptions in his satirical or his hu- 
morous vein is thrown out in a style created by himself. 
The Skeltonical short verse, contracted into five or six, 
and even four syllables, is wild and airy. In the quick- 
returning rhymes, the playfulness of the diction, and the 
pungency of new words, usually ludicrous, often expres- 
sive, and sometimes felicitous, there is a stirring spirit 
which will be best felt in an audible reading. The velo- 
city of his verse has a carol of its own. The chimes ring 
in the ear, and the thoughts are flimg about like corusca- 
tions. But the magic of the poet is confined to his spell ; 
at his first step out of it he falls to the earth never to re- 
cover himself Skehon is a great creator only when he 
writes what bafiles imitation, for it is his fate, when touch- 
ing more solemn strains, to betray no quality of a poet — 
inert in imagination and naked in diction. Whenever his 
muse plunges into the long measure of heroic verse, she is 
drowned in no Heliconian stream. Skelton seems himself 
aware of his miserable fate, and repeatedly, with great 
truth, if not with some modesty, complains of 

<^ Mine homely rudeness and dryness.^' 

But when he returns to his own manner and his own 
rhyme, when he riots in the wantonness of his prodigal 
genius, irresistible and daring, the poet was not uncon- 
scious of his faculty ; and truly he tells, — 

<< Though my rime be raggedy 
Tattered and jagged, 

26* 
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Rudely rain-beaten, 
Rusty, moth-eaten. 
If ye take well therewith, 
It hath in it some pith." 

Whether Skelton really adopted the measures of the old 
tavem-minstrelsey used by harpers, who gave " a fit of 
mirth for a groat," or " carols for Christmas," or " lascivi- 
ous poems for bride-ales," as Puttenham, the arch-critic of 
Elizabeth's reign, supposes ; or whether in Skelton's in- 
troduction of alternate Latin lines among his verses he 
caught the Macaronic caprice of the Italians, as Warton 
suggests ; the Skeltonical style remains his own undis- 
puted possession. He is a poet who has left his name to 
his own verse — a verse, airy but pungent, so admirably 
adapted for the popular ear that it has been frequently 
copied,* and has led some eminent critics into singular 
misconceptions. The minstrel tune of the Skeltonical 
rhyme is easily caught, but the invention of style and '^ the 

* George Ellis, although an elegant critic, could not relish <<the 
Skeltonical minstrelsey.'^ In an extract from a manuscript poem 
ascribed to Skelton, " The Image of Hypocrisy," and truly Skelton- 
ical in every sense, he condenmed it as <'a piece of obscure and un- 
intelligible ribaldry ;" and so, no doubt, it has been accepted. But 
the truth is, the morsel is of exquisite poignancy, i>ointed at Sir 
Thomas More's controversial writings, to which the allusions in 
every line might be pointed out. As these works were written after 
the death of Skelton, the merit entirely remains with this fortunate 
imitator. 

In the piiblic rejoicings at the defeat of the Armada in 1589, a 
ludicrous bard poured forth his patriotic effusions in what he called 
"A Skeltonical Salutation, or Condign Gratulation," of the Spaniard, 
who, he says, — 



((. 



In a bravado, 



Spent many a crusado." 

In a reprint of the poem of « Elynoure Rummynge," in 1624, 
which may be found in the Harl. Miscellany, vol. i., there is a poem 
prefixed which ridicules the lovers of tobacco ; this anachronism be- 
trays the imitator. At the close there are some verses from the 
Ghost of Skelton j but we believe it is a real ghost. 
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pith" mock these imitators. The facility of doggrel mere- 
ly of itself could not have yielded the exuberance of his 
humor and the mordacity of his satire. 

This singular writer has suffered the mischance of being 
too original for some of his critics ; they looked on the 
surface, and did not always suspect the depths they glided 
over : the legitimate taste of others has revolted against 
the mixture of the ludicrous and the invective. A taste 
for humor is a rarer faculty than most persons imagine ; 
where it is not indigenous, no art of man can plant it. 
There is no substitute for such a volatile existence, and 
where even it exists in a limited degree, we cannot enlarge 
its capacity for reception. A great master of humor, who 
observed from his experience, has solemnly told us, that 
" it is not in the power of every one to taste humor, how- 
ever he may wish it ; it is the gift of God ; and a true 
feeler always brings half the entertainment along with 
him."* 

Puttenham was the first critic who prized Skelton cheap- 
ly ; the artificial and courtly critic of Elizabeth's reign 
could not rightly estimate such a wild and irregular genius. 
The critic's fastidious ear listens to nothing but the jar of 
rude rhjrmes, while the courtier's delicacy shrinks from 
the nerve of appalling satire. " Such," says this critic, 
«* are the rhymes of Skelton, usurping the name of a Poet 
Laureat, being indeed but a rude rayUng rhymer, and all 
his doings ridiculous — pleasing only the popular ear." 
This affected critic never suspected " the pith" of " the 
ridiculous ;" the grotesque humor covering the dread in- 
vective which shook a Wolsey under his canopy. Another 
Elizabethan critic, the obsequious Meres, re-echoes the 
dictum. These opinions perhaps prejudiced the historian 
of our poetry, who seems to have appreciated them as 
the echoes of the poet's contemporaries. Yet we know 
how highly his contemporaries prized him, notwithstand- 
ing the host whom he provoked. One poetical broth- 

♦ Sterne. 
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er* distmguisbes bim as " the Inventive Skelton," and we 
find the following full-length portrait of him by another :♦ 

" A poet for his art, 

Whose judgment sure was high, 
And had great practise of the pen, 

His works they will not lie ; 
His termes to taunts did leane. 

His talk was as he wrate. 
Full quick of wit, right sharpe of wordes. 

And skilful of the state ; 
«•♦•••• 

And to the hateAil minde, 

That did disdaine his doings stilly 
A scomer of his kinde." 

When Dr. Johnson observed that " Skelton cannot be 
said to have attained great elegance of language," he tried 
Skelton by a test of criticism at which Skelton would have 
laughed, and " jangled and wrangled." Warton has also 
censured him for adopting " the familiar phraseology of the 
conunon people." The learned editor of Johnson's Dic- 
tionary corrects both our critics. " If Skelton did not at- 
tain great elegance of language, he however possessed 
great knowledge of it. From his works may be drawn an 
abimdance of terms which were then in use among the 
vulgar as well as the learned, and which no other vmtei 
of his time so obviously (and often so wittily) illustrated. 
Skelton seems to have been fully aware of the condition 
of our vernacular idiom when he wrote, for he has thus 
described it ; — 

^< Our natural tongue is rude, 
And hard to be enneude 
With polished termes lusty; 
Our language is so rusty. 
So cankered, and so full 
Of frowards, and so dull. 
That if I would apply 
To write ordinately, 

• Henry Bradshaw. Warton, iu., 13. f Thomas Churchyard. 
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• 

I wot not where to find 
Terms to eerve my mind." 

It was obviously his design to be as great a creator of 
words as he was of ideas. Many of his mintage would 
have given strength to our idiom. Caxton, as a contem- 
porary, is some authority that Skelton improved the lan- 
guage. 

Let not the reader imagine that Skelton was only " a 
rude rayling rhimer." Skelton was the tutor of Henry the 
Eighth ; and one who knew him well describes him, as — 

** Seldom out of prince's grace." 

Erasmus distinguished him " as the light and ornament 
of British letters ;" and one, he addresses the royal pupil, 
"who can not only excite your studies, but complete 
them." Warton attests his classical attainments : " Had 
not his propensity to the ridiculous induced him to follow 
the whimsies of Walter Mapes, Skelton would have ap- 
peared among the first writers of Latin poetry in England.'* 
Skelton chose to be himself ; and this is what the gen- 
erality of his critics have not taken in their view. 

Skelton was an ecclesiastic who was evidently among 
those who had adopted the principles of reformation be- 
fore the Reformation. With equal levity and scorn he 
struck at the friars from his pulpit or in his ballad, he rid- 
iculed the Romish ritual, and he took unto himself that 
wife who was to be called a concubine. To the same 
feelings we may also ascribe the declamatory invective 
against Cardinal Wolsey, from whose terrible arm he flew 
into the sanctuary of Westminster, where he remained 
protected by Abbot Islip until his death, which took place 
in 1529, but a few short months before the fall of Wolsey. 
It is supposed that the king did not wholly dislike the 
levelling of the greatness of his overgrown minister ; and 
it is remarkable that one of the charges subsequently 
brought by the council in 1529 against Wolsey — ^his im 
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perious carriage at the council-board — ^is precisely one 
of the accusations of our poet, only divested of rhyme ; 
whence perhaps we may infer that Skelton was an organ 
of the rising party. 

" Why come you not to Court ?" — that daring state-picture 
of an omnipotent minister — and " The Boke of Colin Clout," 
where the poet pretends only to relate what the people talk 
about the luxurious clergy, and seems to be half the re- 
former, are the most original satires in the language. In 
the days when Skelton wrote these satires there appeared 
a poem known by the title of " Reade, and be not Wrothe," 
a voluminous invective against the Cardinal and the Romish 
superstitions, which has been ascribed by some to Skelton. 
The writer was William Roy, a friar ; the genius, though 
not the zeal, of Roy and Skelton are far apart — as far as 
the buoyancy of racy originality is removed from the down- 
right earnestness of grave mediocrity. Roy had been the 
learned assistant of T3mdale in the first edition of the 
translation of the New Testament, and it was the public 
conflagration at London of that whole edition which arous- 
ed his indignant spirit. The satire, which had been printed 
abroad, was diligently suppressed by an emissary of the 
Cardinal purchasing up all the copies ; and few were saved 
from the ravage ;* the author, however, escaped out of the 
country. 

In " The Crown of Lawrell" Skelton has himself fur- 
nished a catalogue of his numerous writings, the greater 
number of which have not come down to us. Literary 
productions were at that day printed on loose sheets, or in 
small pamphlets, which the winds seem to have scattered. 



* Afler the death of the Cardinal it was reprinted in 1546 ; but 
the satire was weakened, being transferred from Wolsey and wholly 
laid on the clergy. The very rare first edition is reprinted in the 
Harleian Miscellany, by Parke, vol. ix. Tyndale has reproached 
his coUeagne with being somewhat artful and mutable in his friend- 
ships ; but the wandering man proved the constancy of his principles} 
for as a heretic he perished at the stake in Portugal. 
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We learn there of his graver labors. He composed the 
" Speculum Principis" for his royal pupil — 

<<To bear in hand, therein to read," 

and he translated Diodorus Siculus — - 

'^ Six volumes engrossed, it doth contain." 

To have composed a manual for the education of a prince, 
and to have persevered through a laborious version, are 
sufficient evidence that the learned Skelton had his studi« 
ous days as well as his hours of caustic jocularity. He 
appears to have vrritten various pieces for the court enter- 
tainment ; but for us exists only an account of the interlude 
of the " Nigramansir," in the pages of Warton, and a sin- 
gle copy of the goodly interlude of " Magnificence,"* in 
the Garrick collection. If we accept his abstract persona- 
tions merely as the names, and not the qualities of the dra- 
matic personages, *' Magnificence" approaches to the true 
vein of comedy. 

Skelton was, however, probably more gratified by his 
own Skeltonical style, moulding it with the wantonness of 
power on whatever theme, comic or serious. In a poem 
remarkable for its elegant playfulness, a very graceful 
maiden, whose loveliness the poet has touched with the 
most vivid coloring, grieving over the fate of her sparrow 
from its feline foe, chants a dirge, a paternoster, and an 
Ave Marie for its soul, and the souls of all sparrows. In 
this discursive poem, which glides from object to object, in 
the vast abundance of fancy, a general mourning of all the 
birds in the air, and many allusions to the old romances, 
" Philip Sparrow," for its elegance, may be placed by the 
side of Lesbia's Bird, and, for its playfulness, by the Ver 
Vert of Gresset. 

But Skelton was never more vivid than in his Ale-wife, 

and all 

* It has passed through a reprint by the Roxburgh Club. 
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<< The mad mmmnyng 
Of Elynour Rummyng," — 

a piece which has been more frequently reprinted than any 
of his works. It remains a morsel of poignant relish for 
the antiquary, still enamored of the portrait of this grisly 
dame of Leatherhead, where her name and her domicil 
still exist Such is the inmiortality a poet can bestow.* 
•* The Tunnyng of Elynoure Rummyng" is a remarkable 
production of the grotesque, or the low burlesque ; the hu- 
mor as low as you please, but as strong as you can ima- 
gine. Cleland is reported, in Spence's Anecdotes of Pope, 
to have said, that this " Tunnyng of Elynoure Rummyng" 
was taken from a poem of Lorenzo de Medici. There is 
indeed a jocose satire by that noble bard, entitled I Beoni, 
the Topers ; an elegant piece of playful humor, where the 
characters are a company of thirsty souls hastening out of 
the gates of Florence to a treat of excellent wine. It was 
printed by the Giunti, in 1568,t and therefore this bur- 
lesque piece could never have been known to Skelton. 
The manners of our Ale-wife and her gossips are purely 
English, and their contrivances to obtain their potations 
such as the village of Leatherhead would afford. 

The latest edition of Skelton was published in the days 
of Pope, which occasioned some strictures in conversation 
from the great poet. The laureated poet of Henry the 
Eighth is styled " beastly ;" probably Pope alluded to this 
minute portrait of " Elynoure Rununynge" and her crowd 
of customers. Beastliness should have been a delicate 
subject for censure from Pope. But surely Pope had 

• A noble amateur laid on the shrine of this antiquated beauty £20 
to possess her rare portrait ; and, on the republication of this por- 
trait, Steevens wrote some sarcastic verses on the print-collectors in 
the European Mag., 1794 ; they show this famous commentator to 
have been a polished wit, though he pronounced the sonnets of Shaks- 
speare unreadable. These verses have been reprinted in Dibdin'8 
Bibliomania. 

t Roscoe's Lorenzo de Medici, i. 290. 
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never read Skelton ; for could that great poet have passed 
by the playful graces of " Philip Sparrow" only to remem- 
ber the broad gossips of " Elynoure Rummyng ?" 

The amazing contrast of these two poems is the most 
certain evidence of the extent of the genius of the poet ; 
he who with copious fondness dwelt on a picture which 
rivals the gracefulness of Albano, could with equal com- 
pleteness give us the drunken gossipers of an Ostade. It 
is true that in the one we are more than delighted, and in 
the other we are more than disgusted ; but in the impar- 
tiality of philosophical criticism, we must award that none 
but the most original genius could produce both. It is this 
which entitles our bard to be styled the " Inventive Skel- 
ton." 

But are personal satires and libels of the day deserving 
the attention of posterity ? I answer, that for posterity there 
are no satires nor libels. We are concerned only with hu- 
man nature. When the satirical is placed by the side 
of the historical character, they reflect a mutual light. 
We become more intimately acquainted with the great 
Cardinal, by laying together the satire of the mendacious 
Skelton with the domestic eulogy of the gentle Caven- 
dish. The interest which posterity takes is different 
from that of contemporaries ; our vision is more complete ; 
they witnessed the beginnings, but we behold the ends. 
We are no longer deceived by hyperbolical exaggeration, 
or inflamed by unsparing invective ; the ideal personage of 
the satirist is compared with the real one of the historian, 
and we touch only delicate truths. What Wolsey was we 
know, but how he was known to his own times, and to the 
people, we can only gather from the private satirist ; cor- 
rected by the passionless arbiter of another age, the satirist 
becomes the useful historian of the man. 

The extraordinary combination in the genius of Skelton 
was that of two most opposite and potent faculties — the 
hjTperbolical ludicrous masking the invective. He acts 
the character of a buffoon ; he talks the language of droU- 

VoL. I.— 27 
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ery ; he even mints a coinage of his own, to deepen the 
colors of his extravagance — and all this was for the people! 
But his hand conceals a poniard ; his rapid gestures only 
strike the deeper into his victim, and we find that the 
Tragedy of the State has been acted while we were only 
lookers-on before a stage erected for the popular gaze.* 

* The first collcction of some of the works of Skelton was made 
by Thomas Marshe in 1568. Another edition by an unknown edi- 
tor was in 1736; the text of which is, as Giffiotd justly observed, 
execrable. Many of his writings still remain in their manuscript 
state — see Harleian MSS., 367, 2252 ; and many printed ones Iiave 
not been collected. There is no task in our literature so desperately 
difficult as that of offering a correct text of this anomalous poet; 
but we may hope to receive it from the diligent labors of Mr. Dyoe, 
so long promised; it would form one of the richest volumes of the 
Camden publications. 
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THE SHIP OF FOOLS. 

The Stultifera Navis, or Ship of Fools, composed in 
verse by Sebastian Brandt, a learned German civilian, is a 
general satire on society. It has been translated into verse» 
or turned into prose, in almost every European language ; 
and no work of such dimensions has been made so familiar 
to general readers. 

There are works whose design displays the most striking 
originality ; but, alas ! there are so many infelicitous modes 
of execution ! To freight a ship with fools, collected from 
all the classes and professions of society, would have 
been a creative idea in the brain of Lucian, or another pil- 
grimage for the personages of Chaucer ; and natural or 
grotesque incidents would have started from the invention 
of Rabelais. These men of genius would have sportively 
navigated their " Ship," and not have driven aboard fool 
after fool, an undistinguishable shoal, by the mere brutal 
force of the pen, only to sermonise with a tedious homily 
or a tritical declamation. Erasmus playfully threw out a 
small sparkling volume on folly, which we still open; 
Brandt furnishes a massive tome, with fools huddled to- 
gether ; and while we lose our own, we are astonished at 
his patience. 

The severity of this decision, we own, is that of a critic 
of the nineteenth century on an author of the sixteenth. 

It is amusing to observe the perplexities of an eminent 
French critic, Monsieur Guizot, in his endeavor to decide 
on the " Stultifera Navis." A critic of his school could 
not rightly comprehend how it happened that so dull a book 
had been a popular one, multiplied by editions in all the 
languages of Europe. " It is," says M. Guizot, " a collec- 
tion of extravagant or of gross plaisanteries — which may 
have been poignant at their time, but which at this day 
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have no other merit tlian that of having had great success 
three hundred years ago." The salt of plaisanteries can- 
not be damped by three centuries, provided they were 
such ; but our author is by no means facetious : he is much 
too downright ; the tone is invariably condenmatory or ex- 
hortative ; and the Proverbs, the Psalms, and Jeremiah, 
are more frequently appealed to than Cicero, Horace, and 
Ovid, who occasionally show their heads in his margin. 

We must look somewhat deeper would we learn why a 
book which now tries our patience was not undeserving 
of those multiplied editions which have ascertained its 
popularity. 

At the period when this volume appeared, we in the 
north were far removed from the urbanity and the elevated 
ethics of lettered Italy. Brandt took this general view of 
society at the time when the illustrious Castiglione was an 
ambassador to our Henry the Seventh, and was meditating 
to model the manners of his countrymen by his Libro delT 
Cortigiano ; and La Ca^a, by his Galateo, was founding a 
code of minute politeness. But neither France, nor Ger- 
many, nor England, had yet greatly advanced in the civil 
intercourse of life, and could not appreciate such exility of 
elegancy, and such sublimated refinement. With us, the 
staple of our moral philosophy was of a homespun but firm 
texture, and had in it more of yarn than of silk. Men had 
little to read ; they were not weary of that eternal iteration 
of admonition on whatever was most painful or most des- 
picable in their conduct ; their ideas were uncertain, and 
their minds remained to be developed ; nothing was trite 
or trivial. In his wide survey of human life, the author 
addressed the mundane fools of his age in the manner level 
to their comprehension ; the ethical character of the vol- 
ume was such, that the Abbot Trithemus designated it as a 
divine book ; and in this volume, which yead like a homi- 
ly, while every man beheld the reflection of his own habits 
and thoughts, he chuckled over the sayings and doings of 
his neighbors. If any one quipped the profession of an- 
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Other, the sufferer had only to turn the leaf to find ample 
revenge ; and these were the causes of the uninterrupted 
popularity of this ethical work. 

" The Ship of Fools " is, indeed, cumbrous, rude, and 
inartificial, and was not constructed on the principles which 
regulate our fast-sailing vessels ; yet it may be prized for 
something more than its curiosity. It is an ancient satire, 
of that age of simplicity which must precede an age of re- 
finement.- 

If man in society changes his manners, he cannot vary 
his species ; man remains nothing but man ; for, however 
disguised by new modes of acting, the same principles of 
our actions are always at work. The same follies and the 
same vices in their result actuate the human being in all 
ages ; and he who turns over the volume of the learned 
civilian of Germany will find detailed those great moral 
effects in life which, if the modem moralist may invest with 
more dignity, he could not have discovered with more truth. 
We have outgrown his counsels, but we never shall elude 
the vexatious consequences of his experience ; and many a 
chapter in the " Ship of Fools " will point many an argu- 
ment ad hominum, and awaken in the secret hours of our 
reminiscences the pang of contrite sorrows, or tingle our 
cheek with a blush for our weaknesses. The truths of hu- 
man nature are ever echoing in our breasts. 

" The Ship of Fools," by Alexander Barclay — a volume 
of renown among literary antiquaries, and of rarity and 
price — is at once a translation and an original. In octave 
stanza, flowing in the ballad measure, Barclay has a natu- 
ral construction of style still retaining a vernacular vigor. 
He is noticed by Warton for having contributed his share 
in the improvement of English phraseology ; and, indeed, 
we are often surprised to discover many felicities of our 
native idiom ; and the work, though it should be repulsive 
to some for its black-letter, is perfectly intelligible to a 
modem reader. The verse being prosaic, preserves its 
colloquial ease, though with more gravity than suits sport- 

27* 
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ive subjects. We sometimes feel the tediousness of the 
good sense of the Priest of St. Mary Ottery. 

The edition of 1570 of the «* Ship of Fooles"* contains 
other productions of Barclay. In his " Eclogues," our good 
priest, who did not write, as he says, " for the laud of man," 
indulged his ethical and theological vein in pastoral poe- 
try ; and the interioeutors are citizens disputing with men 
of the country, and poets with their patrons. To have con- 
verted shepherds into scholastic disDutants or town-satirists 
was an unnatural change ; but this whimsical taste had been 
introduced by Petrarch and Mantuan ; and the first eclogues 
in the English language, which Warton tells us are those 
of Bjarclay, took this strange form^ — ^an incongruity our 
Spenser had not the skill to avoid, and for which Milton 
has been censured. The less fortunate anomalies of genius 
axe often perpetuated by the inconsiderate imitation of those 
who should be most sensible of their deformity. 

In the eclogues of Barclay, the country is ever repre- 
sented in an empoverished, depressed state ; and the splen- 
dor of the city, and the luxurious indulgence of the citizen 
and the courtier, offer a singular contrast to the extreme 
misery of the agriculturist. We may infer that the coim- 
try had been deplorably ravaged or neglected in the civil 
wars, which, half a century afterward, was to be covered 
by the fat beeves of the graziers of Elizabeth. 

4 

♦ The wood-cuts in this edition are wretched; though in port they 
are copied from the fine specimens of the art which embellish the 
Latin version of Locherus. 
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THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CHARACTER OF SIR 

THOMAS MORE. 

If the art of biography be the development of " the ruling 
passion," it is in strong characters that we must seek for 
the single feature. Learned and meditative as was Sir 
Thomas More, a jesting humor, a philosophical jocundity, 
indulged on important as well as on ordinary occasions, 
served his wise purpose. He seems to have taken refiige 
from the follies of other men by retreating to the pleasantry 
of his own. Grave men censured him for the absence of 
all gravity ; and some imagined that the singularity of his 
facetious disposition, which sometimes seemed even ludi- 
crous, was carried on to affectation. It was certainly in- 
herent — it was a constitutional temper — it twined itself 
in his fibres — it betrayed itself on his countenance. We 
detect it from the comic vein of his boyhood when among 
the players ; we pursue it through the numerous transac- 
tions of his life ; and we leave him at its last solemn close, 
when life and death were within a second of each other, 
uttering three jests upon the scaffold. Even when he 
seemed to have quitted the world, and had laid his head on 
the block, he bade the executioner stay his hand till he had 
removed his beard, observing, " that that had never com- 
mitted any treason." 

This mirthful mind had, indeed, settled on his features. 
Erasmus, who has furnished us with an enamelled portrait 
of More, among its minuter touches reluctantly confessed 
that " the countenance of Sir Thomas More was a transcript 
of his mind, inclining to an habitual smile f and he adds, 
" ingenuously to confess the truth, that face is formed for 
the expression of mirth rather than of gravity or dignity." 
But, lest he should derange the gravity of the German to 
whom he was writing, Erasmus cautiously qualifies the dis- 
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paraging delineation — " though as far as possible removed 
from folly or buffoonery." More, however, would assume 
a solemn countenance when on the point of throwing out 
some facetious stroke. He has so described himself when 
an interlocutor in one of his dialogues addresses him — 
" You use to look so sadly when you mean merrily, that 
many times men doubt whether you speak in sport when 
you mean good earnest."* 

I'he unaffected playfulness of the mind ; the smile whose 
sweetness allayed the causticity of the tongue ; the tingling 
pleasantry when pointed at persons ; the pungent raillery 
which corrected opinions without scorn or contumely ; and 
the art of promptly amusing the mind of another by steal- 
ing it away from a present object — appeared not only in 
his conversations, but was carried into his writings. 

The grave and sullen pages of the polemical labors of 
More, whose writings chiefly turn on the controversies of 
the Romanists and the Reformers, are perhaps the only 
controversial ones which exhibit in the marginal notes, fre- 
quently repeated, " a merrie tale." " A merry tale cometh 
never amiss to me," said More truly of himself. He has 
offered an apology for introducing this anomalous style into 
these controversial works. He conceived that, as a lay- 
man, it better became him " to tell his mind merrily than 
more solemnly to preach.'' Jests, he acknowledges, are 
but sauce ; and '^ it were but an absurd banquet indeed in 
which there were few dishes of meat and much variety of 
sauces ; but that is but an unpleasant one where there 
were no sauce at all." 

The massive folio of Sir Thomas More's "English 
Works"! remains a monument of our language at a period 
of its pristine vigor. Viewed in active as well as in con- 
templative life, at the bar or on the bench, as ambassador 

♦ Sir Thomas More's Workes, 127. 

t"The Workes of Sir Thomas More in the English Tongae» 
1557, fo.,'' a venerable folio of nearly fifteen hundred pages in doable 
cdamns, is closely printed in black-letter. 
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or chancellor, and not to less advantage where, << a good 
distance from his house at Chelsea, he builded the new 
building, wherein was a chapel, a library, and a gallery,** 
the character, the events, and the writings of this illustri- 
ous man may ever interest us. 

These works were the fertile produce of " those spare 
hours for writing, stolen from his meat and sleep." We 
are told that " by using much writing," toward his latter 
end he complained of the ache of his breast. He has 
himself acknowledged that " those delicate dainty folk, the 
evangelical brethren (so More calls our early reformers), 
think my works too long, for everything that is, they think too 
long." More alludes to the rising disposition in men for 
curtailing all forms and other ceremonial acts, especially 
in the church service. 

More, however skilful as a Latin scholar, to promulgate 
his opinions, aimed at popularity, and cultivated our ver- 
nacular idiom, till the English language seems to have en- 
larged the compass of its expression under the free and 
copious vein of the writer. It is only by the infelicity of 
the subjects which constitute the greater portion of this 
mighty volume, that its author has missed the immortality 
which his genius had else secured. 

More has been fortunate in the zeal of his biographers ; 
but we are conscious, that had there been a Xenophon or 
a Boswell among them, they could have told us much 
more. The conversations of Sir Thomas More were racy. 
His was that rare gift of nature, perfect presence of mind, 
deprived of which the fullest is but slow and late. His 
conversancy with public affairs, combined with a close ob- 
servation of familiar life ever afforded him a striking apti- 
tude of illustration ; but the levity of his wit, and the lux- 
uriance of his humor, could not hide the deep sense which 
at all times gave weight to his thoughts, and decision to 
his acts. Of all these we are furnished with ample evi- 
dence. 

Domestic affection in all its naive simplicity dictated the 
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artless record of Roper, the companion of More, for six- 
teen years, and the husband of his adored daughter Mar- 
garet* The pride of ancestry in the pages of his great- 
grandson, the ascetic Cresacre More, could not horrow the 
charm of that work whence he derived his enlarged nar- 
rative.! More than one beadsman, the votaries of their 
mart3nr, have consecrated his memory even with their 
legendary faith ;f while recent and more philosophical 
writers have expatiated on the wide theme, and have re- 
peated the story of this great chancellor of England. U 

" The child here waiting at table, whomever shall live 
to see it, will prove a marvellous man." . It was thus that 
the early patron of More, Cardinal Morton, sagaciously 
contemplated on the precocity of More's boyhood. His 
prompt natural humor broke out at the Christmas revels, 
when the boy, suddenly slipping in among the players, 
acted an extempore part of his own invention. Yet this 
jocund humor, which never was to quit him to his last aw- 
ful minute, at times indulged a solemnity of thought, as 

* Roper's Life of Sir Thomas More, which had been suppressed 
through the reign of Elizabeth, only first appeared in 1626 at Paris, 
when a Roman Catholic princess in the person of Henrietta the 
queen of Charles the First had ascended' the throne of England $ 
it was republished in 1729. There is also an elegant foodem re- 
print by Mr. Singer. 

t The Life by his great-grandson was printed in 1627, an<d repnb- 
lished in 1726. This biography is the one usually refecred to. 
Though with a more lucid arrangement, and a fuller narrative, than 
Roper's Life, the writer inherited little of the family genius^ except 
the bigotry of his great ancestor. 

t Tres ThonuB, The three Thomases are, Aquinas, a Becket, and 
More — by Dr. Thomas Stapleton. Another Life by J. H. is an 
abridgment, 1662. These writers, Romanists, as well as the great- 
grandson, have interspersed in their narrative more than one of those 
fabulous incidents and pious frauds, visions, and miracles, which 
have been the opprobrium of Catholic biographers. 

II Macdiarmid, in his " Lives of British Statesmen," has chiefly 
considered the political character of this Lord Chancellor. Others 
have written lives merely as accompaniments to the editions of some 
of his works. 
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remarkable in a youth of eighteen. In the taste of that 
day, he invented an allegorical pageant. These pageants 
consisted of paintings on rolls of cloth, with inscriptions 
in verse, descriptive of the scenical objects. They formed 
a series of the occupations of childhood, manhood, the in- 
dolent liver, '* a child again," and old age, thin and hoar, 
wise and discreet. The last scenes exhibited more origi- 
nal conceptions. The image of Death, where under his 
** misshapen feet " lay the sage old man ; then came '' the 
Lady Fame," boasting that she had survived death and 
would presenre the old man's name " by the voice of the 
people." But Fame was followed by Time, " the lord of 
every hour, the great destroyer both of sea and land," de- 
riding simple " Fame ;" for " who shall boast an eternal 
name before me ?" Yet was there a more potent destroyer 
than Time ; Time itself was mortal ! and the eighth 
pageant revealed the triumph of Eternity. The last ex- 
hibited the poet himself, meditating in his chair, — he 
** who had fed their eyes with these fictions and these fig- 
ures." The allegory of Fame, Time, and Eternity, is a 
sublime creation of ideal personifications. The conception 
of these pageants reminds one of the allegorical " Trionfi" 
of Petrarch ; but they are not borrowed from the Italian 
poet. They were, indeed, in the taste of the age, and 
such pageants were exhibited in the streets ; but the pres- 
ent gorgeous invention, as well as the verses, were the 
fancies of the youthful More. 

More in his youth was a true poet ; but in his active life 
he soon deserted these shadows of the imagination. 

A modem critic has regretted that, notwithstanding the 
zeal of his biographers, we would gladly have been better 
acquainted with More's political life, his parHamentary 
speeches, his judicial decrees, and his history, as an am- 
bassador and a courtier. 

There is not, however, wanting the most striking evi- 
dence of More's admirable independence in all these char- 
acters. I fix on his parliamentary life. 
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As a burgess under Henry the Seventh, he effectaally 
opposed a royal demand for money. When the king heard 
that '^ a beardless boy had disappointed all his purpose," 
the malice of royalty was wreaked on the devoted head of 
the judge his father, in a causeless quarrel and a heavy fine. 
When More was chosen the speaker of the commons, he ad- 
dressed Henry the Eighth on the important subject of free" 
dom of debate. There is a remarkable passage on the heat 
of discussion, and the diversity of men's faculties, which 
displays a nice discrimination in human nature. " Among 
80 many wise men, neither is every one wise alike ; nor 
among so many alike well-witted, every man alike well- 
spoken ; and it often happeneth, that likewise as much 
folly is uttered with painted polished speeches, so many, 
boisterous and rude in language, see deep, indeed, and give 
right substantial counsel. And since also in matters of 
great importance, the mind is so often occupied in the mat- 
ter, that a man rather studies what to say than how, by 
reason whereof the wisest man and best-spoken in a whole 
country fortuneth, while his mind is fervent in the matter, 
somewhat to speak in such wise as he would afterward 
wish to have been uttered otherwise ; and yet no worse 
will had he when he spake it, than he had when he would 
gladly change it." 

Once the potent cardinal, irritated at the free language 
of the commons, to awe the house, came down in person, 
amid the blazonry of all the insignia of his multiform state. 
To check his arrogance, it was debated whether the minis- 
ter should be only admitted with a few lords. More sug- 
gested, that as Wolsey had lately taxed the lightness of 
their tongues, " it would not be amiss to receive him in all 
his pomp, with his (silver) pillars, emblems of his ecclesi- 
astical power, as a pillar of the church, his maces, his pole- 
axes, his crosses, his hat, and his great seal too, to the 
intent that, if he find the like fault with us hereafter, we 
may the more boldly lay the blame on those his grace 
brings with him." The cardinal made a solemn oration ; 
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tuftd when he ceased^ behold the whole house was struck 
bygone unbroken and dead silence ! The minister addressed 
several personally — each man was a mute. Discovering 
that he could not carry his point by his presence, he seemed 
to recollect that the custom of the house was to speak by 
the mouth of their speaker, and Wolsey turned to Yank 
More, in all humility, explained the cause of the universal 
silonce by the amazement of the house at the presence of 
so noble a personage ; " besides, that it was not agreeable 
to the liberty of the house to offer answers — that he him- 
self could return no answer except every one of the mem- 
bers could put into his head their several wits." The min- 
ister abruptly rose and departed re infectd. Shortly after, 
Wolsey in his gallery at Whitehall told More, " Would to 
God you had been at Rome, Mr. More, when I made yon 
speaker !" " So would I too !" replied More ; and then 
immediately exclaimed, " I like this gallery much better 
than your gallery at Hampton Court ;" and thus, talking of 
pictures, he broke off " the cardinal's displeasant talk." 

This was a customary artifice with More. He withdrew 
the mind from disturbing thoughts by some sudden excla- 
mation, or broke out into some facetious sally, which gave 
a new turn to the conversation. Of many, to give a single 
instance. On the day he resigned the chancellorship, he 
went after service to his wife's pew ; there bowing, in the 
manner and with the very words the lord chancellor's ser- 
vant was accustomed to announce to her, that " My lord 
was gone ! " she laughed at the idling mockery ; but when 
assured, in sober sadness, that " My lord was gone ! " this 
good sort of lady, vnth her silly exclamation of " TilHe 
vallie ! Tillie vallie ! will you sit and make goslings in the 
ashes ?" broke out into one of those domestic explosions 
to which she was very liable. The resigned chancellor, 
now resigned in more than one sense, to allay the storm 
he had raised, desired his daughters to observe whether 
they could not see some fault in their mother's dress. 
They could discover none. " Don't you perceive that your 

Vol. I. — 28 
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mother's nose stands somewhat awry ?" Thus, by a stroke 
of merriment, he dbsipated the tedious remonstrances and 
perplexing inquiries which a graver man could not have 
eluded. 

At the most solemn moments of his life he was still dis- 
posed to indulge his humor. When in the Tower, denied 
pen and ink, he wrote a letter to his beloved Margaret, and 
tells her that " This letter is written with coal ; but that to 
express his love a peck of coals would not suffice." 

His political sagacity equalled the quickness of his wit 
or the flow of his humor. He knew to rate at their real 
value the favors of such a sovereign as Henry VHI. The 
king suddenly came to dine at his house at Chelsea, and 
while walking in the garden, threw his arm about the neck 
of the chancellor. Roper, his son-in-law, congratulated 
More on this affectionate familiarity of royalty. More ob- 
served, " Son, the king favors me as [much as] any subject 
within the realm ; howbeit I have no cause to be proud 
thereof, for if my head would win him a castle in France 
it should not fail to go." 

More seems to have descried the. speck of the Reformat 
tion, while others could not view even the gathering cloud 
in the political horizon. He and Roper were conversing 
on their " catholic prince, their learned clergy, their sound 
nobility, their obedient subjects, and finally that no heretic 
dare show his face." More went even beyond Roper in 
his commendation, but he proceeded, " And yet, son Roper, 
I pray God that some of us, as high as we seem to sit upon 
the mountains, treading heretics under our feet like ants, 
live not the day that we would gladly be at league and 
composition with them, to let them have their churches 
quietly to themselves, so that they would be contented to 
let us have ours quietly to ourselves." Roper, somewhat 
amazed, alleged his reasons for not seeing any cause which 
could produce such consequences. The zeal of the juve- 
nile catholic broke out into "a fume," which More perceiv- 
ing, with his accustomed and gentlei artifice exclaimed 
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merrily, " Well, son Roper, it shall not be so I it shall not 
be so ! " 

No one was more sensible than More that to gain oyer 
the populace it is necessary to descend to them. But 
when raillery passed into railing, and sarcasm sunk into 
scurrility, in these unhappy polemical effusions, our criticii 
have bitterly censured the intolerance and bigotry of Sir 
, Thomas More. All this however lies on the surface. The 
antagonists of More were not less free, nor more refined. 
More wrote at a cruel crisis ; both the subjects he treated 
on, and the times he wrote in, and the distorted medium 
through which he viewed the new race as the subverters 
of government, and the eager despoilers of the ecclesias- 
tical lands, were quite sufficient to pervert the intellect of 
a sage of that day, and throw even the most genial humor 
into a state of exacerbation. 

Our S3rmpathies are no longer to be awakened by the 
worship of images and relics — prayers to saints — the 
state of souls in purgatory — and the imwearied blessed- 
ness of pilgrimages — nor even by the subtle inquiry, 
Whether the church were before the gospel, or the gospel 
before the church ? — or by the burning of Tjnadale's Tes- 
tament, and " the confutation of the new church of Frere 
Barnes :" all these direful follies, which cost Sir Thomas 
More many a sleepless night and bound many a harmless 
heretic to the stake, have passed away, only, alas ! to be 
succeeded by other follies as insane, which shall in their turn 
meet the same fate. Those works of More are a volu- 
minous labyrinth ; but whoever winds its dark passages 
shall gather many curious notices of the writer's own age, 
and many exquisite *' merrie tales," delectable to the anti- 
quary, and not to be contemned in the history of the human 
mind. 

• The impending Reformation was hastened by a famous 
invective in the form of "The Supplication of Beg- 
gars." Its flagrant argument lay in its arithmetic- It cal- 
culated all the possessions of the clergy, who though bttt 
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<< the four-liundredtli part of the nation, yet held half of ihd 
xe venues." 

More replied to " The Supplication of the Beggars" by 
" The Supplications of the Souls in Purgatory.** These 
he represented in terror at the sacrilegious annihilation 
e[ the masses said for their repose ; and this with the Ro- 
manist was probably no weak argument in that day. 

More more reasonably ridicules the extravagance of the 
estimates. Such accounts, got up in haste, and designed 
for a particular pm*po«ey are necessarily inaccurate ; but 
the inaccuracy of a statement does not at all injure the 
drift of the argument, should that be based on truth. 

With More " the heretics" were but ordinary rebels, as 
appears by the style of his narrative. " A rabble of here- 
tics at Abingdon did not intend to lose any more labor by 
putting up bills [petitions] to Parliament, but to make an 
open insurrection and subvert all the realm, to kill the 
clergy, and sell priests' heads as good and cheap as sheep's 
heads — three for a penny, buy who would ! But God 
saved the church and the realm. Yet afler this was there 
one John Goose roasted at Tower-hill, and thereupon some 
other John Goose began to make some gaggling awhile, 
but it availed him not. And now we have this gosling 
with his ' Supplication of Beggars.' He maketh his bill in 
the name of the beggars. The bill is couched as full of 
lies, as the beggar swarmeth full of lice. We neither will 
nor shall need to make much business about this matter; 
we trust much bettei in the goodness of good men." 

The marriage of the clergy was no doubt at first abused 
by some. More describes one Richard Mayfield, late a 
monk and a priest, and, it may be added, a martyr, for he 
was burnt. Of this man he says, " His holy life well 
declares his heresies, when being both a priest and a monk 
he went about two wives, one in Brabant, aiiother in Eng- 
land. What he meant I cannot make you sure, whether 
he would be sure of the one if t'other should happen to re- 
fosie him, or that he would have them both, the (me here. 
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the other there ; or else both in one place, the one because 
he was priest, the other because he was monk."* 

Such is the ludicrous ribaldry which runs through the 
polemical works of Sir Thomas More : the opposite party 
set no better example, and none worse than the redoubt&^ 
ble Simon Fish, the writer of " The Supplication of Beg- 
gars." Oldmixon expresses his astonishment that "the 
famous Sir Thomas More was so hurried by his zeal that 
he forgot he was a gentleman, and twitted Mr. Fish with 
the language of a monk." 

Writers who decide on other men and on other times by 
the spirit of their own, try human affairs by a false stand- 
ard. More was at heart a monk. He wore a prickly 
hair-shirt, to mortify the flesh ; he scourged himself with 
the knotted cord ; he practised the penance ; and he appeals 
to miraculous relics as the evidences of his faith! I give 
his own words in alluding to the Sudorium, that napkin 
isent to King Abgarus, on which Jesus impressed the image 
of his own face : " And it hath been by Hke mitacle in the 
thin corruptible cloth kept and preserved these 1500 years 
firesh and well preserved, to the inward comforts, spiritual 
rejoicing, and great increase of fervor in the hearts, of 
good Cbistian people." To this he joins another similar 
miraculous relic, "the evangelist Ldie's portrait of our 
blessed Lady, his mother."* 

Such were considered as the evidences of the true faith 
of the Romanists ; but More with his relics was then deal- 
ing in a damaged commodity. Lord Herbert has noticed 
the great fall of the price of relics at the dissolution of the 
monasteries : some which had been left in p^wn no one 
cared to redeem. 

" The History of King Richard the Third,** which first 
appeared in a correct state in this folio, has given rise to 
" historic doubts" which led to some paradoxes. The per- 
sonal monster whom More wid Shakespeare exhibited has 

• Workf, fo., 346. 

t Works of I& Thomas More, 113, coL 2. 

28* 
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▼amslied, but the deformity of the revolting parricide was 
surely revealed ia the bones of the infant nephews. This, 
the earliest history in our vernacular literature, may still 
be read with delight. As a composition the critical justice 
of Lord Orford may be cited. " Its author was then in 
the vigor of his fancy, and fresh from the study of the 
Greek and Roman historians, whose manner he has in»- 
itated." Tl^e details in this history of a prince of the 
house of York, though they may be tinged mth the gall of 
the Lancastrian Cardinal Morton, descend to us wiUi the 
weight of contemporary authority. It is supposed that 
More may have derived much of the materials of his history 
from his early patron, but the charms which still may retain 
us are the natural yet dramatic dialogue — the picturesque 
touches — rand a style, at times, whose beauty three cen- 
turies have not wrinkled — and the emotions which such 
vital pages leave in the reader's mind.* 

The " Utopia" of Sir Thomas More, which being 
composed in Latin is not included in this great volume of 
his " Workes," may be read by the English reader in its 
contepiporary spirited translation,! and more intelligibly in 
Bishop Burnet's version. The title of his ovni coinage 
has become even proverbial ; and from its classical Latinr 
ity it was better known among foreigners even in Burnet's 
day than at home. This combination of philosophy, politics 
and fiction, though borrowed from the ideal republic of 
Plato, is worthy of an experienced statesman and a philos- 

* Mr. Singer has furnished us with a correct reprint of this his- 
tory. More's «* Life of Richard the Third," had been given by our 
chroniclers from copies mutilated or altered. A work ^ose merits 
arise from the beauty of its composition admits of neither. 

t The old translation, "by Raphe Robinson, 1551," has been re- 
published by Dr. Dibdin, accompanied by copious aimotations. AU 
most everything relating to the family, the life, and the works of 
the author, may be found in " the biographical and literary introduc- 
tion.** It is the first specimen of an edition where the diligence of 
the editor has not been wasted on trivial researches, or nugatory 
commentaries. 
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opher who at that moment was writing not only above his 
own age, but, as it afterward appeared, above himself. It 
has served as the model of that novel class of literature-^ 
political romances. But though the " Utopia" is altogether ,' 
imaginary, it displays no graces of the imagination in an 
ingeniously constructed fable. It is the dream of a goodl 
citizen, and, like a dream, the scenes scattered and uncon- 
nected are broken into by chimerical forms and impracti* 
cable achievements. In times of pditical empiricism It 
it may be long meditated, and the '< Utopia" may yet pass 
through a million of editions before that new era of the 
perfectibility of the human animal, the millennium of polite 
ical theorists, which it would seem to have anticipated. 

This famous work was written at no immature period of 
life, for More was then thirty-six years of age. The au- 
thor had clear notions of the imperfections of governments^ 
but he was not as successful in proposing remedies for the 
disorders he had detected. A community where all the 
property belongs to the government, and to which every 
man contributes by his labor, that he may have his own 
wants supplied ; a domestic society which very much re- 
sembles a great public school, and converts a citizen, 
through all the gradations of his existence, from form ta 
form ; and where every man, like an automatical machine, 
must be fixed in his proper place, — supposes a society of 
passionless beings which social life has never shown, and 
surely never can. The ?grt of carrying on war without 
combating, by the wiliness of stratagems ; or procuring a 
peace by offering a reward for the assassination of the 
leaders of the enemy, with whom rather than with the peo- 
ple all wars originate ; the injunction to the incurable of 
suicide ; the paucity of laws which enabled every man to 
plead his own cause ; the utmost freedom granted to reli- 
gious sects, where every man who contested the religion of 
another was sent into exile, or condemned to bondage ; the 
contempt of the precious metal, which was here used but 
as toys for children, or as fetters for slaves ; — > such fanci* 
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fill notions, running counter to the experience of history 
or to the advantage of civilized society, induced some to 
suspect the whole to he hut the incoherent dreams of an 
idling philosopher, thrown down at random without much 
consideration. It is sohriety indulging an inebriation, and 
good sense wandering in a delirium. Burnet, in his trans- 
lation, cautiously reminds his readers that he must in no- 
wise be made responsible for the matter of the work which 
« he ventured" to translate. Others have conceited '^ the 
Utopia" dangerous for those speculators in politics who might 
imagine the author to have been serious. More himself 
has adjudged the book " no better worthy than to lye always 
in his own island, or else to be consecrated to Vulcan." 

But assuredly many of the extraordinary principles in- 
culcated in ** the Utopia" were not so lightly held by its 
illustrious author. The sincerity of his notions may be 
traced in his own simple habits, his opinions in conversa- 
tion, and the tenor of his invariable life. Hb contempt of 
outward forms and personal honors, his voluntary poyerty, 
hi» fearlessness of death — all these afford ample evidence 
that the singularity of the man himself was as remarkable 
as the work he produced. The virtues he had expatiated 
on, he had contemplated in his own breast. 

This singular, but great man, was a sage whose wisdom 
lay concealed in his pleasantry ; a politician without ambi- 
tion ; a lord chancellor who entered into office poor, and 
left it not richer. When his house was to be searched for 
treasure, which circumstance had alarmed his friends, well 
did that smile become him when he observed that " it 
would be only a sport to his family," and he pleasantly ad- 
ded, " lest they should find out my wife's gay girdle and 
her gold beads." When the clergy, in convention, had 
voted a donation amounting to no inconsiderable fortune, 
" not for services to be performed, but for those which he 
had chosen to do," More rejected the gift with this noble 
confession — "I am both over-proud and over-slothful also, 
tp be hired for money to take half the labor and business 
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in writing that I have taken since I began." And when \ 
accused by Tyndale and others for being " the proctor of 
the clergy," and richly fed, how forcible was his expres- 
sion ! "He had written his controversial works only that » 
God might give him thanks." > 

It happened however that his after-conduct in life, in re-'; 
gard to that religious toleration which he had wisely maift- 
tained in his ideal society, was as opposite as night to 
noon. Could he then have ever been earnest in his " Uto- 
pia ?" — he who exults over the burning of a heretic who 
*' could not agree that before the day of doom there were 
either any saint in heaven or soul in purgatory, or in hell 
either," for which horrible heresy he was delivered at last 
into the secular hands and " burned as there was never 
wretch I ween better worth,"* This harmless and hapless 
metaphysical theologian did not disagree with More on the 
existence of saints, of souls, or of hell. The heretic con- 
ceived — and could he change by volition the ideas which 
seemed to him just ? — that no reward or punishment could 
be inflicted before the final judgment. A conversation of 
five minutes might have settled the difiference, for they 
only varied about the precise time ! 

In that great revolution which was just opening in his 
latter days, More seems sometimes to have mistaken the- 
ology for politics. A strange and mysterious change, such 
as the history of man can hardly parallel, occurred in the 
mind of More, by what insensible gradations is a secret 
which must lie in his grave. 

This great man laid his head on the block to seal his 
conscience with his blood. Protestants have lamented 
this act as his weakness, the Romanists decreed a martyr- 
dom. In a sudden change of system in the affairs of a 
nation, when even justice may assume the appearance of 
violence, the most enlightened minds, standing amid their 
ancient opinions and their cherished prejudices subverted, 
display how the principle of integrity predominates over 
that of self-preservation. 

• Sir Thomas More's Workes, 348. 
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THE EARL OF SURREY AND SIR THOMAS 

WYATT. 

Not many years intervened between the uncouth gor- 
geousness of Hawes, the homely sense of Barclay, the 
anomalous genius of Skelton, and the pure poetry of Henry 
Howard the Earl of Surrey. In the poems of Surrey, and 
his friend, Sir Thomas Wyatt,* the elder, the age of taste, 
if not of genius, opens on us. Dryden and Pope some- 
times seem to appear two centuries before their date. 
There is no chronology in the productions of real genius ; 
for, whenever a great master appears, he advances his art 
to a period which labor, without creation, toils for centu- 
ries to reach. 

The great reformer of our poetry, he who first from his 
own mind, without a model, displayed its permanent prin- 
ciples, was the poetic Earl of Surrey. There was inspi- 
ration in his system, and he freed his genius from the bar- 
baric taste or the undisturbed dulness which had prevailed 
since the days of Chaucer. His ear was musical, and he 
formed a metrical structure with the melodies of our varied 
versification, rejecting the rude rhythmical rh3rme which 
had hitherto prevailed in our poetry. He created a poetic 
diction, and graceful involutions ; a finer selection of 
words, and a delicacy of expression, were now substituted 
for vague diffusion, and homeliness of phrases and feeble 
rhymes, or, on the other hand, for that vitiated style of 
crude pedantic Latinisms, such as " purpure, auredte, pul- 
chritude, celature, facunde," and so many others, laborious 
nothings ! filling the verse with noise. The contemplative 

* ^*The Works of the Earl of Surrey and Sir Thomas Wyatt,** 
by Dr. Nott, form an important accession to onr national Literature. 
If we cannot always agree with the conclusions of our literary anti- 
quary, we must value the variety of his researches^ not less profound 
than extensive. 
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and tender Surrey charms by opening some picturesque 
Bcene or dwelling on some impressive incident. He had 
discerned the error of those inartificial writer* whose mi- 
nute peurility in their steril abundance detailed, till noth- 
ing was remembered, and described, till nothing was per- ] 
ceptible. Hitherto, our poets had narrowed their powers \ 
by moulding their conceptions by contemporary tastes, the 
manners and modes of thinking of their day ; but their re- 
moteness, which may delight the antiquary, diminishes 
theii interest with the poetical reader. Surrey struck into 
that secret path which leads to general nature, guided by 
his art : his tenderness and his thoughtful musings find an 
echo in our bosoms, and are as fresh with us as they were 
in the court of Windsor three centuries past. 

These rare qualities in a poet at such a period, would of 
themselves form an era in our literature ; but Surrey also 
extended their limits ; the disciple of Chaucer was also 
the pupil of Petrarch, and the Earl of Surrey composed the 
first sonnets in the English language, with the amatory ten- 
derness and the condensed style of its legitimate structure. 
Dr. Nott further claims the honor for Surrey of the inven- 
tion of heroic blank verse ; Surrey's version of Virgil be- 
ing unrhymed. 

"When Warton suggested that Surrey borrowed the idea 
of blank verse from Trissino's Itcdia Liberata, he seems to 
have been misled by the inaccurate date of 1528, which he 
affixed to the publication of that epic. Trissino's epic did 
not appear till 1547,* and Surrey perished in the Januarjr 
of that year. It was indeed long a common opinion that 
Trissino invented the versi sctolti, or blank verse, though 
Quadrio confesses that such had been used by preceding 
poets, whose names he has recorded. The mellifluence 
and flexibility of the vowelly language were favorable to 
unrhymed verse ; while the poverty of the poetic diction, 

• Tiraboschi, vol. vii.— *Haym's Bibliotheca Italian!. When Co- 
nybeare communicated the same information to Dr. Bliss, it must 
have been derived from Warton. 
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and the unmusical verse of France, could never venture to 
show itself without the glitter of rhyme. The heroic blank 
verse, however, was an after-thought of Surrey ; he first 
composed his unrh3aned verse in the long Alexandrine, had 
afterward felicitously changed it for the decasyllabic verse, 
but did not live to correct the whole of his version. Sur- 
rey could not therefore have designed the pauses and the 
cadences of blank verse in his first choice, nor vrill they be 
found in his last. Nor can it be conceded that blank veise 
was wholly unknown among us. Webbe, a critic long af- 
ter, in the reign of Elizabeth, considers the author of Piers 
Ploughman, as " the first whom he had met with, who ob- 
served the quantity of our verse, without the curiosity cf 
rhymeP 

Dr. Nott, with editorial ardor, consider that the un- 
finished model of Surrey was the prototjrpe of all subse- 
quent blank verse, and was also the origin of its introduc- 
tion into dramatic composition. A sweeping conclusion ! 
when we consider the artificial structure of our blank verse 
from the dayB of Milton, who, not without truth, asserted 
that " he first gave the example of ancient liberty recovered 
to heroic poem from the troublesome and modem bondage 
of rhyming." This indeed has been denied to Milton, by 
those who look to dates, and have no ear ; and are apt to 
imagine that rhymeless lines, mere couplets, with ten well- 
counted syllables in each, must necessarily form blank 
verse. Dr. Nott, in quoting the eulogy of Ascham on tliis 
noble eflfort of Surrey " to bring our national poetry to per- 
fection," has omitted to add what followed, namely, the 
censure of Surrey, for not having rejected our heroic verse 
altogether, and substituted the hexameter of Virgfl, in Eng- 
lish verse. It is therefore quite evident that Ascham had 
formed no conception of blank verse, no more than had 
Surrey, such as it was to be formed by the ear of Milton, 
and by some of his successors. All beginnings are ob- 
scure ; something is borrowed from the past, and something 
is invented for the future ; till it is vain to fix the grada- 
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tions of invention whicli terminate in what at length he- 
comes miiyersally adopted. 

Could the life, or what we have of late called the psy* 
chological history, of this poetic Earl of Surrey be now 
written, it would assuredly open a vivid display of fine 
genius, high passions, and romantic enthusiasm. Little is 
known, save a few public events ; but the print of the fooU 
steps show their dimension. We trace the excellence^ 
while we know but little of the person. 

The youth of Surrey, and his life, hardly passed beyond 
that period, betrayed the buoyancy of a spirit vehement and 
quick, but rarely under guidance. Reckless truth, in all 
its openness and its sternness, was his habit, and glory was 
his passion ; but in this restlessness of generous feelings 
his anger too easily blazed forth. He was haughty among 
his peers, and he did not even scorn to chastise an inferior. 
We are not surprised at discovering that one of so unre* 
served a temper should in that jealous reign more than 
once have suffered confinement. But the youthful hero 
who pursued to justice a relative and a court favorite, for 
a blow, by which that relative had outraged Surrey's faith- 
ful companion — he who would eat flesh in Lent — he who 
issued one night to break the windows of the citizens, to 
remind them that they were a sinful race, however that 
might have been instigated by zeal for *• the new religion " 
— all such things betrayed his enthusiastic daring, but his 
deeds, to become splendid, depended on their direction. 
The lofty notions he attached to his descent ; his proud 
shield quartering the arms of the Confessor, which the 
duke, his father, dared not show to a jealous monarch ; his 
feats of arms at the barriers, and his military conduct in his 
campaigns, 

« Who saw Eelsal blaze, 

Landrecy burnt, and battered Boulogne render; 
At Montreuil's gate hopeless of a recure [recovery],'* 

there, where that twin-spirit, his beloved associate, ClerOi 
Vol. L — 29 
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to save his wounded friend, had freely yielded his own 
life J his magnificence as a courtier, the companion of the 
princely Richmond ; all " the joy and feast with a king's 
son ;" his own record of the brilliant days, and the soothing 
fancies of " proud Windsor ;" " its large open courts ;" 
" the gravelled ground for the foaming horse ;" " the palm- 
play ;" " the stately seats and dances ;" " the secret groves," 
and " the wild forest, with cry of hounds ;" and more than 
all, the mysterious passion for " the fair Geraldine," cover 
the misty shade of Surrey with a cloud of glory, which, 
while it veils the man from our sight, seems to enlarge the 
object we gaze on. 

We see this youth, he who first taught the Enghsh 
Muse accents she had never before tried, hurried from his 
literary seclusion to be immolated on a scaffold, by the arts 
of a remorseless rival, of him whose pride at last sent him 
to the block, and who signed the death-warrant of his own 
brother ! It was at a moment when the dying monarch, 
as the breath was fleeting from his lips, once in his Ufa 
was voiceless to condemn a state victim, that Somerset 
took up the stamp which Henry used, to affix it to the death- 
warrant of Surrey. Victim of his own domestic circle ! 
The father disunited with the son, from fear or jealousy ; 
the mother separated from the father, to the last vowing 
unforgiving vengeance ; a sister disnatured of all kin, has- 
tening to be the voluntary accuser of her father and her 
brother! These domestic hatreds were the evil spirits 
which raged in the house of the Howards, and hurried on 
the fate of the accomplished, the poetic, the hapless Earl 
of Surrey. 

A tale of such grandeur and such wo passed away un- 
heeded even by a slight record, so inexpert were the few 
writers of those days, and probably so perilous was their 
curiosity. The pretended trial of Surrey, who being no 
lord of Parliament, was tried by a timorous jury at Guild- 
hall, seems to have been studiously suppressed, and the last 
solemn act of his life, " the leaving it," is alike concealed. 
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Even in the registers of public events by our chroniclers, 
they unanimously pass over the glorious name and the 
miserable death — to spare the monarch's or the victim's 
honor. 

The poems of Surrey were often read, as their multi- 
plied editions show ; but of the noble poet and his Gerald- 
ine, tradition had not sent down even an imperfect tale. 
In this uncertainty, the world was disposed to listen to any 
romantic story of such genius and love and chivalry. 

The secret history of Surrey was at length revealed, 
and the gravity of its discloser vouched for its authenticity. 
Who would doubt the testimony of plain Anthony ^ 
Wood? 

Surrey is represented hastening on a chivalric expedi- 
tion to Italy ; at Florence he challenges the universe, that 
his Geraldine was the peerless of the beautiful. In his 
travels, Cornelius Agrippa exhibited to Surrey, in a magi- 
cal mirror, his fair mistress as she was occupied at the 
moment of inspection. He beheld her sick, weeping in 
bed, reading his poems, in all the grief of absence. This 
incident set spurs to his horse. At Florence he hastened 
to view the chamber • which had witnessed the birth of so 
much beauty. At the court he affixed his challenge, and 
maintained this emprise in tilt and tourney. The Duke of 
Florence, flattered that a Florentine lady should be re- 
nowned by the prowess of an English nobleman, invited 
Surrey to a residence at his court. But our Amadis more 
nobly purposed to hold on his career through all the courts 
of Italy, shivering the lances of whoever would enter the 
lists, whether " Christian, Jew, or Saracen." Suddenly 
the Quixotism ends, by this paragon of chivalry being re- 
called home by the royal command. 

This Italian adventure seemed congenial with the ro- 
mantic mystery in which the poet had involved the progress 
of his passion for his poetic mistress. He had himself 
let us into some secrets. Geraldine came from " Tuscany ;" 
Florence was her ancient seat, her sire was an earl, her 
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dame of " princes* blood," — " yet she was fostered by milk 
of an Irish breast ;" and from her tender years in Britain 
** she tasted costly food with a king's child." The amato- 
rial poet even designates the spots hallowed by his passion ; 
he ftrst saw her at Hunsdon, Windsor chased him from 
her sight, and at Hampton Court " first wished her for 
mine !" 

These hints and these localities were sufficient to irri- 
tate the vagae curiosity of Surrey's readers, and more par- 
ticularly of our critical researchers, of whom Horace Wal- 
pole first ventured to explain the inexplicable. With 
singular good fortune, and from slight grounds, Walpole 
conjectured that Geraldine was no Italian dame, but lady 
Elizabeth Fitzgerald, one of the daughters of the Earl of 
Kildare ; the family were often called the Greraldines. 
The Italian descent from the Geraldi was made .out by a 
spurious genealogy, The challenge and the tournament 
no one doubted. But some harder knots were to be un- 
tied ; and our theoretical historian, unfurnished by facts 
and dates, it has been recently shown, discovered some 
things which never existed. 

But every writer followed in the track. Warton com- 
pliments the sagacity of Walpole, and embroiders the nar- 
rative. The historian of our poetry not only details the 
incident of the magical mirror, bnt adds that "the imagina- 
tion of Surrey was heated anew by this interesting specta* 
cle /" He therefore had no doubt of the reality ; and 
indeed, to confirm the whole adventure of the romantic 
chivalry, he refers the curious to a finely sculptured shield 
which is still preserved by the Dukes of Norfolk. The 
Italian adventures of Surrey, and all that Walpole had er- 
roneously suggested, are fully accepted, and our critic ob- 
serves, " Surrey's life throws so much light on the character 
and the subjects of his poetry, that it is almost impossible 
to consider the one without exhibiting the few anecdotes of 
the other." But the critical sagacity of Warton did not 
wholly desert him through all the circumstantial narrative, 
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for suddenly his pen pauses, and he exclaims on these 
travels of Surrey, that " they have the air of a romance !" 

And it was a romance ! and it served for history many a 
year !* This tale of literary delusion may teach all future 
investigators into ohscure points of history to probe them 
by dates. 

It was long after the days of Walpole and Warton, and 
even of George Ellis, that it was discovered that these 
travels into Italy by Surrey had been transferred literally 
from an "historical romance." A great wit, in Eliza- 
beth's reign, Tom Nash, sent forth in "the Life of Jack 
Wilton, an unfortunate traveller," this whole legend of 
Surrey. The entire fiction of Nash annihilates itself by 
its extraordinary anachronisms. 

In what respect Nash designed to palm the imposture of 
his " historical romance" on the world, may be left to be 
explained by some " Jack Wiltons" of our own. He says 
*' all that in this phantastical treatise I can promise is some 
reasonable conveyance of history, and variety of mirth." 
Must we trust to their conscience, for " the reasonable con- 
veyance" ? 

We now trace the whole progress of this literary delu« 
sion. 

On Surrey's ideal passion and on this passage miscon- 
ceived — 

'< From Tuscan came my lady's worthy race ; 
Fair Florence was sometime her ancient seat" — 

the romancer inferred that Geraldine must be a fair Flor- 
entine ; Surrey had alluded to the fanciful genealogy of 
the Geralds from Geraldi. On this single hint the roman- 

• And, strange to add, it is still history ! Mr. Godwin, in « The 
Lives of Necromancers," details every part of this apocryphal tale ! 
And the Edinburgh reviewer very philosophically, not doubtful of 
its verity, accounts for all its supernatural magic* and clearly ex- 
plains the inexplicable* 1 

29* 



343 THE EARL OF SURREY 

cer sends him on his aerial journey in this business of love 
and chivalry. 

This romance, of which it is said only three copies are 
known, was published in 1594. Four years after, Dray- 
ton, looking about for subjects for his Ovidian epistles, 
eagerly seized on a legend so favorable for poetry, and 
Geraldine and Surrey supplied two amatory epistles. An- 
thony St Wood, finding himself without materials to frame 
a life of the poetic Surrey, had recourse to '* the famous 
poet," as he calls Drayton — whom he could quote ; for 
Dra3rton was a consecrated bard for the antiquary, since 
Selden had commented on his great topographical poem. 
But honest Anthony on this occasion was not honest enough. 
He did not tell the world that he had fallen on the romance 
itself, Drayton's sole authority. Literally and silently, our 
antiquary transcribed the fuller passages from a volume he 
was ashamed to notice, disingenuously dropping certain 
incidents which would not have honored the memory of 
Surrey. Thus the "phantastioaV history for ever blots the 
authentic tomes of the grave Athems Qxonienses. A single 
moment of scrutiny would have detected the whole fabri- 
cated narrative ; but there is a charm in romance which 
bewitched our luckless Anthony. 

Thus it happened that the romancer on a misconcep- 
tion, constructs an imaginary fabric ; the poet Drayton 
builds on the romancer ; the sober antiquary on both ; then 
the commentators stand upon the antiquary. Never was a 
house of cards of so many stories. The foundation, Sur- 
rey's poetic passion, may be as fictitious as the rest ; for 
the visionary Geraldine viewed in Agrippa's magic mirror 
was hardly a more mysterious shadow. 

Not one of these writers was informed of what recent 
researches have demonstrated. They knew not that this 
Earl of Surrey in boyhood was betrothed to his lady, also 
a child ; one of the customs to preserve wealth or power 
in great families of that day. These historians were un- 
^^unished with any dates to guide them, and never wum* 
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pected that when Surrey is made to set oflf on his travels 
in Italy, after a Donna Giraldi who had no existence, he 
was the father of two sons, and " the fair Geraldine" was 
only seven years of age ! that Surrey's first love broke out 
when she was nine ; that he declared his passion when 
she was about thirteen ; and finally, that Geraldine, having 
attained to the womanly discretion of fifteen^ dismissed the 
accomplished Earl of Surrey, with whom she never could 
be united, to accept the hand of old Sir Anthony Brown, 
aged sixty. Lady Brown disturbs the illusion of Geral- 
dine, in the modest triumph of sixteen over sixty. 

Dr. Nott is in trepidation for the domestic morality of 
the noble poet ; yet some of these amatory sonnets may 
have been addressed to his betrothed. He has perplexed 
himself by a formal protest against the perils of Platonic 
love, but apologises for his hero in the manners of the age. 
It appears that not only the mistress of Petrarch, but those 
of Bayard the chevalier " sans reproche," and Sir Philip 
Sidney, were married women, with as crystalline reputa- 
tions as their lovers. Nor should we omit the great friend 
of Surrey, Sir Thomas Wyatt, who was a staid married man, 
notwithstanding his romantic passion for Anne BuUen. 
The courtly imitators of Petrarch had made love fashion- 
able. It is evident that Surrey found nothing so absorbing 
in his passion, whatever it might be ; for whenever called 
into public emplo3rment, he ceased to be Petrarch — which 
Petrarch never could, and possibly for a want of occupa- 
tion. A small quantity of passion, dexterously meted out, 
may be ample to inspire an amatorial poet. Neither Sur- 
rey nor Petrarch, accomplished lovers and poets, with all 
their mistress's coquetry and cruelty, broke their hearts in 
the tenderness of their ideas, or were consmned by *' the 
perpetual fires" of their imagination. 

We have now traced the literary delusion which long 
veiled the personal history of the Earl of Surrey, and 
which has duped so many ingenious commentators. The 
tale affords an additional evidence of that " confusion worse 
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confounded" by truth and fiction, where the names are 
real, and the incidents fictitious ; a fatality which must 
always accompany "historical romances." The same 
mischance occurred to "The Cavalier" of De Foe, often 
published under different titles, suitable to the designs of 
the editors, and which tale has been repeatedly mistaken 
for an authentic history written at the time. Under the 
assumed designation by " a Shropshire Gentleman," whole 
passages have been transferred from the romance into 
the authentic history of Nichols's Leicestershire — just 
as Anthony a Wood had felicitously succeeded in his his- 
torical authority of Tom Nash's " Life of Jack Wilton." 

In the story of Surrey and Wyatt, one circumstance is 
too precious to be passed over. Wyatt commenced as a 
writer nearly ten years before Surrey, and his earlier poetic 
compositions are formed in the old rhythmical school. His 
manuscripts, which still exist, bear his own strong marks 
in every line to regulate their caesura ; for our ancient 
poets, to satisfy the ear, were forced to depend on such 
artificial contrivances. It was in the strict intercourse of 
their literary friendship that the elder bard surrendered up 
the ancient barbarism, and by the revelation of his younger 
friend, studied an art which he had not himself discovered 
Wyatt is an abundant writer ; but he has wrought his later 
versification with great variety, though he has not always 
smoothed his workmanship with his nail. For many years 
Wyatt had smothered his native talent, by translation from 
Spanish and Italian poets, and in his rusty rhythmical 
measures. He lived to feel the truth of nature, and to 
practise happier art. Of his amatory poems, many are 
graceful, most ingenious. The immortal one to his " Lute," 
the usual musical instrument of the lover or the poet, as 
the guitar in Spain, composed with as much happiness as 
care, is the universal theme of every critic of English 
poetry. 

His defrauded or romantic passion for Anne Bullen often 
lends to his effusions a deep mysterious interest, when we 
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recollect that the poet alludes to a rival who must have 
made him tremble as he wrote. 



<< Who list to hunt ! I know where is an hind ! 

Bat as for me, alas ! I may no more, 

The vain travail hath wearied me so sore ; 
I am of them that furthest come behind. 
Who list her hunt, I put him out of doubt. 

As well as I may spend his time in vain ; 

Graven with diamonds, in letters plain. 
There is written, her fair neck round about — 

' Noli me taiigere, for Cesar's I am, 

jind vxild to hold, though I seem tame.* " 

We perceive Wyatt's keen perception of character in 
the last verse, admirably expressive of the pla3rfulness and 
levity of the thoughtless but susceptible Anne Bullen, 
which never left her when in the Tower or on the scaffold. 
The poems of Wyatt accompanied the unhappy queen in 
her imprisonment ; and it was Wyatt's sister who received 
her prayer-book with her last smile, for the block before 
her could not disturb the tenderness of her affections. 

Wyatt is an ethical poet, more pregnant with reflection 
than imagination. He was intimately conversant with the 
world ; and it is to be regretted that our poet has only left 
three satires, the first Horatian epistles we possess. These 
are replete with the urbanity and delicate irony of the Ro- 
man, but what was then still unexampled, flowing with the 
fulness and freedom of the versification of Dryden. Wyatt 
had much salt, and no gall. 

Wyatt excelled Surrey in his practical knowledge of 
mankind. He had been a sojourner in politic Madrid, and 
had been employed on active embassies. Surrey could 
only give the history of his own emotions, affections, and 
habits. He is the more interesting poet for us ; but we 
admire a great man in Wyatt, one whose perception was 
not less subtile and acute, because it spread on a far wider 
surface of life. 
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Wiat, for so he wrote his name, was a great wit ; as, 
according to the taste of his day, his anagram fully main- 
tained. We are told that he was a nice observer of times, 
persons, and circumstances ; knowing when to speak, and, 
we may add, how to speak. That happened to Wyatt 
which can be recorded probably of no other wit : three 
prompt strokes of pleasantry thrown out by him produced 
three great revolutions — the fall of Wolsey, the seizure of 
the monastic lands, and the emancipation of England from 
the papal supremacy. The Wyatts, beside their connexion 
with Anne Bullen, had all along been hostile to the great 
cardinal. One day Wyatt, entering the king's closet, found 
his majesty much disturbed, and displeased with the min- 
ister. Ever quick to his purpose, Wyatt, who always told 
a story well, now, to put his majesty into good humor, and 
to keep the cardinal down in as bad a one, furnished a lu- 
dicrous tale of " the curs baiting a butcher's dog." The 
application was obvious to the butcher's son of Ipswich; 
and we are told, for the subject but not the tale itself has 
been indicated, that the whole plan of getting rid of a fall- 
ing minister was laid down by this address of the wit. It 
was with the same dexterity, when Wyatt found the king 
in a passion on the delay of his divorce, that, with a states- 
man-like sympathy, appealing to the presumed tendency of 
the royal conscience, he exclaimed, " Lord ! that a man 
cannot repent him of his sin but by the pope's leave !" 
The hint was dropped ; the egg of the Reformation was 
laid, and soon it was hatched ! When Henry the Eighth 
paused at the blow levelled at the whole ponderous ma- 
chinery of the papal clergy, dreading from such wealth and 
power a revolution, beside the ungraciousness of the in- 
tolerable transfer of all abbey lands to the royal domains, 
Wyatt had his repartee for his counsel : — " Butter the 
rooks' nests !" — that is, divide all these houses and lands 
with the nobility and gentry, 

Wyatt should have been the minister of Henry ; we 
should then have learned if a great wit, where wit was 
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ever relished, could have saved himself under a monarch 
who dashed down a Wolsey. 

Surrey and Wyatt, though often engaged, the one as a 
statesman, the other as a general, found their most delight- 
ful avocation in the intercourse of their studies. Their 
minds seemed cast in the same mould. They mutually con- 
fided their last compositions, and sometimes chose the same 
subject in the amicable wrestlings of their genius. It was 
a community of studies and a community of skill ; the 
thoughts of the one flowed into the thoughts of the other, 
and we frequently discover the verse from one in the poem 
of the other. Wyatt was the more fortunate man, for he 
did not live to see himself die in the partner of his fame 
perishing on a scaffold, and he has received a poet's im- 
mortality from that friend's noble epitaph. In his epitaph 
Surrey dwells on every part of the person of his late com- 
panion ; he expatiates on the excellencies of the head, the 
face, the hand, the tongue, the eye, and the heart, — but 
these are not fanciful conceits ; the solemnity of his thoughts 
and his deep emotions tell their truth. Wyatt was 

'' A head, where Wisdom's mysteries did frame, 
Whose hammers beat still in that lively brain. 
As on a stithy,* where some work of fame 
Was daily wrought.'* 

• The Smith's forge. 
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THE SPOLIATION OF THE MONASTERIES. 

Incidents of such an overwhelming nature in political 
history as are those of the Reformation can have no sud- 
den origin. They are but the consequences of something 
which has preceded. In our country the suppression of 
the monasteries and the abbeys had been long prepared ; 
it was not, and could not have been, the temporary passions, 
nor the absolute will, of an arbitrary monarch, which by a 
word could have annihilated an awful power, had not the 
royal edict been but the echo of many voices. It was at- 
tacking but an aged power dissolving in its own corruption, 
which, blind with pride, looked with complacency on its 
own unnatural greatness, its political anasarca. Its opu- 
lence was an object it could not conceal from its enviers, 
and its paramount eminence was too heavy a yoke for its 
rising rivals. This power, in the language of the times, 
had " covered the land with an Egyptian darkness," and 
when appeared the " Grodly and learned king," as the eighth 
Henry was called, he was saluted as " a Moses who dehv- 
ered them from the bondage of Pharaoh." It is not there- 
fore strange that the act which at a single blow annihilated 
the monastic orders and their '^ lands and tenements" was 
hailed as the most patriotic which had been ever passed by 
an English sovereign. It made even a tyrannous and jeal* 
ous monarch, who cut off more heads of men and women 
than any other on record, popular and extolled even in his 
latter days. 

Henry the Eighth had paused at the blow he was about 
to level. The plunder was too monstrous even for the hand 
of an arbitrary monarch. Its division among the nobility 
and gentry was an expedient which removed the odium 
from royalty, and invested it with that munificence which 
dazzled the pride of Henry. In the vast harvest, the king 
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refused the lion's share, looking for his safer portion in the 
secure loyalty of the new possessors to whom he transfer- 
red this vast and novel wealth. 

As the scheme was managed, therefore, it was a com- 
promise or copartnership of the king and his courtiers. 
The lands now lie the open prey of the hardy claimant or 
the sly intriguer ; crowds of suppliants wearied the crown- 
to participate in that national spoliation. Every one hm- 
tened to urge some former service or some present neces- 
sity as a colorahle plea for obtaining a grfiit of some of the 
suppressed kmds. A Atnooge custom was then introduced, 
that of " begging for an estate." Kneeling to the king, and 
specifying some particular lands, was found a convenient 
method to acquire them ; and these royal favors were some- 
times capriciously and even ludicrously bestowed. Fuller 
has a pleasant tale concerning one Master Champemoun. 
One day, observing two or three gentlemen waiting at a 
door through which the king was to pass, he was inquisi- 
tive to learn their suit, which they refused to tell. Oh the 
king's appearance, they threw themselves on their knees, 
and Champemoun was prompt in joining them, with an im- 
plicit faith, says Fuller, that courtiers never ask anything 
hurtful to themselves. They were begging for an estate. 
The king granted their petition. On this Champemoun 
claimed his share of the largesse ; they remonstrated that 
he had never come to beg with them ; he appealed to the 
king, and his brother beggars were fain to allot him the 
considerable Priory of St. Germains, which he sdd to the 
ancestor of the present possessor, the Earl of St. Germains. 

The king was prodigal in his grants ; for the more he 
multiplied the receivers of his bounties, the more numerous 
would be the stanch defenders of their new possessions.* 

• A fear of the restitution of these abbey-lands to their former 
uses appears to have prevailed long after their alienation. So late 
as in the reign of James the First, the founder of Dulwich College, 
in a dispute respecting the land, observes hypothetically : " If the 
state should be at any time pleased to retume aH abbey-lands to their 
Vol. I.— 30 
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Gratitude was the least of their merits. He counted on 
their resolution and their courage. The bait was relish 
ing ; and there were some, when land-grants became more 
scarce, whose voracity of reformation attempted to snatch 
at the lands of the universities, which had certainly gone, 
had not Henry's love of literature protected their trembling 
colleges. We have his majesty's own words, in replying 
to the suggestion of some hungry courtier ; " Ha ! sir- 
rah ! I perceive the abbey-lands have fleshed you, and set 
your teeth on edge to ask also those colleges. We pulled 
down sin by defacing the monastenes, but you desire to 
throw down all goodness by subversion of colleges. I tell 
you, sir, that I judge no land in England better bestowed 
than on our universities, which shall maintain our realm 
when we be dead and rotten. Follow no more this vein, 
but content yourselves with what you have already, or else 
seek honest means whereby to increase your worldhoods." 
Lord Cromwell was the chief minister through whose 
mediation these novel royal grants of houses and lands were 
distributed. There was evidently no chance of attention 
from his lordship without the most open and explicit offers 
of the grossest Jbribery. The Chancellor Audley, in bar- 
gaining with Lord Cromwell for the Abbey of St. Osyth, 
for " some present trouble in this suit," one day sent twenty 
pounds, with " my poor hearty good will, during my life." 
Perhaps the bribe, though only placed to account, had not 
its full weight, as the chancellor does not appear, in the 
present instance, to have possessed himself of this abbey ; 
though afterward, with the spoils of two rich monasteries, 
he built the most magnificent mansion in England, by which 
he perpetuated his own name in the once-famed Audley- 

fonner use, I must lose Dulwich, for which I have paid now £5000.*' 
At a later revolution, when the bishops' lands were seized on by the 
parliamentarians, many obtained those lands at easy rates, or at no 
rate at all ; the greater part reverted, but, if I am not misinformed, 
there are still descendants of some of these parliamentarians who 
hold estates without title-deeds. 
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End. Sir Thomas Elyot, in soliciting his lordship's me- 
diation with the king to reward him with ** some convenient 
portion of the suppressed lands," found it advisable to offer 
a conditional promise ! " Whatsoever portion of land that , 
I shall attain by the king*s grace, I promise to give to your 
lordship the first year's fruits, with my assured and faithful j ' 
heart and service." All were offering their hearts and the* 
rest of their lives to Lord Cromwell. 

As for the regal dispenser himself, so stupendous was 
his portion that it became necessary to ibmid a court never 
heard of before — *^Tbe Omrt of Augmentation ;" an ex- 
pressive designation, indicating its plenary character, with 
its chancellor and its treasurer, and a long routine of offi- 
cers, and none too many, ♦* that the king might be justly 
dealt with," says Cowel, " the interpreter," " for all the 
manors and parks, the colleges and chantries, and the reli- 
gious houses which the king did not sell or give away ;" 
that is, the selected prey which the royal eagle grasped in 
his own talons. 

We are accustomed to trace the Reformation to Henry 
the Eighth, but in verity, small are the claims of this sov- 
ereign on posterity ; for, through all the multiplied ramifi- 
cations of superstition, nothing under him was reformed. 
The other great event of the Reformation, the assumption 
of the spiritual supremacy, accorded with the national in- 
dependence from a foreign jurisdiction. The policy was 
English, but it originated in the private passions of the 
monarch. Assuredly, had the tiara deigned to nod to the 
regal solicitor, then had " the Defender of the Faith" only 
given to the world another edition of his book against 
Luther. 

In the last years of his reign, Henry vacillated in his 
uncertain reform. Sometimes leaning on one party and 
sometimes on another, he had lost the vigor of his better 
days. In his last parliament, though not without some dif- 
ficulty both from protestant and papist, they had voted for 
< the augmentation" of the royal revenue their grant of the 
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chantries. These chantries were the last wrecks of the 
monastic lands. A single church had often several chan- 
tries attached to it. Chantries were endowments of estates 
by the sinners of that age for the benefit of having eternal 
masses sung for their departed souls. Henry on this oc- 
casion, in his last speech, strongly animadverts on the 
national disunion, and among his thanks mingles his men- 
aces " to unite them in a more unacceptable way" than the 
tenderness with which at that moment he addressed theiUi 
for their concessions to his *' Court of Augmentation." 

It is also evident, by this able aad extraordinary speech, 
that Henry would gladly have revoked his gift to the peo- 
ple of " the Word of God in their mother-tongue," as his 
majesty expresses himself. He had, indeed, already in 
part withdrawn the freedom he had granted by restricting 
it to a few persons, and only to be used on particular 
occasions. His majesty proceeds : " You lay too much 
stress on your expositions and fantastical opinions. In 
such sublime matters you may easily mistake. This per- 
mission of reading the Bible is only designed for private 
information, not to furnish you with reprimanding phrases 
and expressions of reproach against priests and preachers. 
I am extremely sorry to find with how Jittle reverence the 
Word of God is mentioned ; how people squabble about 
the sense ; how it is turned into wretched rhyme, sung and 
jingled in every alehouse and tavern." This part of the 
king's speech was pointed at the general readers of the 
Scriptures ; but his majesty did not discover any happier 
imion among the clergy themselves, whom he roundly 
rates : " I am every day informed that you of the clergy 
are declaiming against each other in the pulpit ; and here 
your charity and discretion are quite lost in vehemence 
and satire. Some are too stifif in their old mumpsimus, and 
others too busy and curious in their new sumpsimtis.^ Thus 

* This alludes t^the well-known story of the old priest^ who hav- 
ing Uunderingly used mumpsimus for sunq)simusy would never be 
rat light, aUeging that « he hated all novelties." 
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the pulpits are, as it were, batteries against each other ; 
the noise is hostile and ruinous. How can we expect the 
poor people should live friendly with their neighbors when 
they have such unhappy precedents of discord and dissen- 
sion in those that teach them ?" 

Henry the Eighth rejected the Pope, but surely he died 
a Romanist. His unwieldy huge form was lifted up from 
his deathbed that he might prostrate himself, and in the 
writer's language, who, however, was a papist, •* bury him- 
self in the earth," to testify his reverence for " the real 
presence," when it was brought before him. His will, 
which, though it was put aside, was not the less the king's 
will, attested his last supplications to " the Virgin Mary, 
and all her holy company of Heaven." And he endowed 
an altar at Windsor, " to be honorably kept up with all 
things necessary for a daily mass, there to be read perpetU" 
ally while the world shall endure" At the same time Henry 
endowed the poor knights of Windsor, upon condition that 
they should repeat their eternal masses for his soul. His 
magnificence was proportionate to his sins, but his perpet- 
ual masses, and the world, did not endure together. 

With this fact before lis, it is not therefore strange that 
foreign historians should have declared that our Henry the 
Eighth never designed a reformation, that he altered noth- 
ing ; and had only raised a schism which those who con- 
test the papal sovereignty in their civil affairs, as the Gal- 
lican church affected to do, would incline more to approve 
than to censure. 

This monarch has been lauded as a patriot king for the 
supression of the monasteries and the national emancipa- 
tion from the tiara — but patriotism has oflen covered the 
most egotistical motives* 

3Q» 
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A CRISIS AND A REACTION ; ROBERT CROW- 

LEY. 

There is a state of transition in society whicli we usu- 
ally call a crisisL A crisis is the most active moment of 
conflicting principles ; the novel must extirpate the ancient, 
the ancient must eject the novel ; the one looks to be con- 
tinued and the other to be settled ; it is a painful state of 
obstinate resistance, like that of two wrestlers when nei- 
ther can cast down the other. 

Fortunate are the people who have only to pass through 
a single crisis. But in the wrath of Providence there may be 
reserved another connecting crisis in the chain of human 
events, and this we term a reaction usually accompanied by 
a retaliation ; then comes the hoarded vengeance and the day 
of retribution on which issues no amnesty. In physics, 
action and reaction are equal ; the reciprocation of any im- 
pulse not being greater than the impulse itself. Nature in 
her operations thus preserves an eqmlibrium ; but the human 
hatreds and the partial interests which man has contrived 
for his own misery, can only find that equilibrium when he 
submits to a toleration. But a toleration is a partition of 
power, and predominance is the vitality of a party. The 
catholic vengeance of Mary in its reaction, was out of all 
proportion greater than the protestant docility of Edward. 
Our nation has been more subject to this crisis and this re- 
action than perhaps any other. The reign of Charles the 
First was a crisis, that of Charles the Second a reaction ; 
that of James the Second brought on a crisis, and the revo- 
lution of 1688 was the consequential reaction. But never 
have the people suffered more than during the three reigns 
of Edward the Sixth, Mary, and Elizabeth ; a terrible in- 
Jdmnce disorganized the whole conununity ; the conflict 
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of old and of new creeds ; of reciprocal persecutions, and 
alternate triumphs ; of objurations and recantations ; of sup- 
ple compliers and rabid polemics ; and of pugilistic con- 
tests of the ejected with the ejecters — rapid scenes at 
once tragic and ludicrous. 

Henry the Eighth died in 1547, and the accession ci 
Elizabeth was in 1558. In this short period of elerea 
years, we were governed by two sovereigns, whose reigns 
happily for the English people, were the shortest in our 
annals. 

A new era was opening under the dominion of Henry, 
for he was a monarch of enlarged views. But the intel- 
lectual character of England in its vernacular literature 
was retarded by the events which occurred in the reigns 
of the two successors of this sovereign. The nation in- 
deed suffered no longer from the civil wars of the rival 
Roses ; but another war now shook the empire with as 
merciless a rivalry — it was a universal conflict of opin- 
ions and dogmas. The governing powers themselves com- 
bated each other ; and whether in opposing the reformer 
to the Romanist, or in restoring " the papelin" to root out 
" the gospeller," in these two mutable reigns, they neu- 
tralized or distracted the unhappy people ; and while both 
maintained that they were proffering " the true rehgion," 
religion itself seemed to have lost its eternal truth. Ed- 
ward with an infirm hand established, what from her short 
reign Mary, with her barbarous energy, could only imper- 
fectly cast down. 

Edward the Sixth, a boy-king, and a puppet-prince, in- 
vested with supreme power, acted without any volition of 
his own. We are prepossessed in his favor by his labori- 
ous diary. It is however remarkable that no solitary entry 
made in that book of life, no chance effusion, disturbs the 
uninterrupted equanimity. Whether the young king signs 
for the decapitation of his two uncles, or jots down the 
burning of Joan of Kent, an Arian, and another of a Dutch- 
man, a Socinian, or records how a live goose suspended 
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had its head sliced off by those who run at the ring, they 
seem equally to be matters of course, and by him were 
only distinguished by their respective dates. A nation's 
hope has always been the flattering painter of every youth- 
ful prince who dies immaturely ; in the royal youth is la- 
mented the irreparable loss of the future great monarch. 
But his father had been the most glorious youthful prince 
who ever adorned a throne ; and it would be hard to de- 
cide, by the heartless chronicle of Edward, whether such 
an imperturbable priest would have closed his life as a 
Nero or a Titus. This unhappy young prince must have 
felt the utter misery of his condition, for his was that curse 
of power, when in its exercise power itself becomes power- 
less, while its hands must be directed by another's. Had 
the reign of Edward the Sixth been prolonged, we should 
have had a polemical monarch, if we may judge by a col- 
lection of texts of Scripture, in proof of the doctrine of 
justification by faith, which exists in his own hand- writing, 
written in French, and dedicated to his uncle.* 

This was a calamitous period for the nation ; we derive 
little consolation when we discover that not more than 
three centuries ago our ancestors were a semi-barbarous 
race ? We seem to be consulting the annals of some Asi- 
atic dynasty, when we see a royal nephew tranquilly affix- 
ing his signature to the death-warrants of his uncles ; im- 
prisonment or exile would have been too tender for these 
state-victims ; we see one brother attainted by another, 
and the scaffold finally receiving both ; and a queen of 
England, in the captivity of the Romish superstition, hail- 
ing with a benediction her own autos-da-fe. What we 
should have gained had the accomplished prince lived, we 
cannot conjecture ; but what the nation were spared by 
the death of the melancholy Mary, is not doubtful. Ed- 
ward and Mary were opposite bigots ; and both alike pre- 
sirnied that they were appointed to the work of sanctity ; 

* It will be foun^ in the additional manuscripts at the British 
Museam. 



ROBERT CROWLEr. 357 

but every reform which requires to be carried on by coer 
cion will long appear ambiguous to the better-tempered. 
The bigotry as well as the puerile taste of the prince ap- 
peared when he composed a comedy or interlude against 
« The Whore of Babylon," and « The False Gods ;" but 
the brawls of polemics, at least, are more tolerable than 
torture and the sacrifice of fire. 

It was one of the first evils of the Reformation, that tile 
people were ill prepared to receive their emancipation. 
All sense of subordination rapidly disappeared in society ; 
even the spell of devotioa was dissolved ; and the people 
seemed to consider that, having rid themselves of one spu- 
rious mode of religion, there was no longer any religion in 
the world. " Thus for religion ye keep no religion," wrote 
the learned Cheke, in once addressing an armed multitude, 
who cruelly would not tolerate the Christianity of their 
neighbors. 

An immature reformation is accompanied by certain un- 
avoidable inconveniences. Its first steps are incomprehen- 
sible to the thoughtless, and too vague for the considerate, 
doing what it should not do, and leaving undone what it 
ought to do, comprehending too much, and omitting many 
things. A revolutionary reform breaks out with an ebulli- 
tion of popular feelings ; but in escaping from one tyranny, 
men do not necessarily enter into freedom. The reformer, 
in abandoning what is known, looks to an uncertain and 
distant futurity ; the anti-reformer appeals to precedent, and 
clings to what is real — his good is positive, and his evil is 
not concealed. In the removal of some long-standing evils 
in civil society, some portion of good goes with them ; for 
many of these served as expedients to supply certain wants, 
and therefore relatively were or may be beneficial. Even 
our old prejudices, when scrutinised, oflen will be found 
to have struck their roots in the common welfare. The 
complicate interests of civil society were at first a web 
woven by strong hands, so that much of the antiquated 
may retain its soundness, while the gloss of the new may 
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set off but a loose and flimsy texture. These are some of 
the difficulties of an age of innovation, which may wisely 
check without stopping the velocity of its movements. 
The only unerring reformer who partakes not of human in- 
firmities, neither deceived by illusions, nor overcome by 
prejudices, and whose only wisdom is experience, must be 
that silent and unceasing worker of the destinies of man — 
Time! 

At the period now before us, the crisis and the reaction 
were alike remarkable. The people who witnessed in 
four successive reigns four different systems o( religion, 
mutable with the times, amid their incertitude were in 
fact taught a religious skepticism. One of the great inno- 
vations in divine service was that of preaching from the 
pulpit, instead of reading set homilies or other prescribed 
lessons, by which the Romanists had reduced their whole 
devotion to a mumbled ritual and a mechanical service — 
formularies and forms which ceased to operate on the 
heart, and carried on a religion that was not religious. 

The introduction of preaching appears to have been fol- 
lowed by an unhappy effect. Latimer, in the rude sim- 
plicity of his style, complains of some that went to church 
for the benefit of being " lulled into a nap." There was 
a still greater grievance in this novel custom of preach- 
ing ; for from the pulpits the turbulent were rousing the 
passions of the people, by declaiming against what some 
termed " the abuses which ought to be put away ;" while 
others, persevering in their old doctrine, were alarming 
their auditors, for the loss of what had been put away. 
Pulpit thundered against pulpit ; for it was not only the 
reformer, but the anti-reformer, who were the preachers. 
The fact was, ihat by an avaricious policy, " the court of 
augmentation," which had to pension the monks of the 
suppressed houses, filled up the vacant benefices as fast as 
they occurred, by appointing these annuitants, to curtail the 
pension-list. The enemy was thus settled in the camp of 
the reformers. This spirit of division was caught by the 
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rude stage of that day ia their comedies or interludes. 
This inundation of popular clamor was only to be stayed 
by coercion — by proclamations and orders in council. 
The council of state issued their orders, or rather their 
instructions, how the preachers were to preach, and that 
none but the licensed should be permitted to ascend into 
the pulpit. Even Latimer himself was discountenanced^ 
for his apostolical freedoms, by inveighing against the getUr 
try, who sent their sons to college, instead of educating 
them at home for the church. Academical degrees were 
abrogated as anti-christian ; Greek was heresy ; and all 
human learning was to be vain and useless to ** the gos- 
pellers." As the preachers were to be licensed, it came to 
the turn of the players and the printers not to enact or print 
their interludes, without a special license from the privy- 
council ; and at length the interludes were actually inhibited 
for " containing matter relating to sedition ;" and this proc- 
lamation more particularly specifies those that "play in 
English." The Romanists had their interludes as well as 
the reformers. Bishop Percy once observed that the ex- 
cellence of the drama, as every wise man would have it, 
is to form a supplement to the pulpit, — this literally occur- 
ed in the present instance ; but the pulpit was itself as dis- 
orderly, to use the words of the proclamation, " as any 
light and fantastical head could list to invent and devise." 
Our most skilful delver into dramatic history, amid his 
curious masses of disinterments, has brought up this proc- 
lamation. We must connect the state of these rude players 
with these rude preachers ; the interludes were nothing 
more than reflections from the sermons; player and 
preacher were the same. By connecting these together, 
we form a juster notion of their purpose than we find in 
the isolated fact. There was now sedition in religion, as 
well as in politics. 

The prevalent fervor scattered its sparks through all the 
ranks of society, and the thoughts of all were concentrated 
on the sole object of " the new religion." The Reformat 
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tion was the great political topic in the court of Edward 
the Sixth ; discussions in theology were no longer confined 
to colleges or to the clergy. Our poets, ever creatures of 
their age, reflecting its temper, and who hest tell its story, 
confined their genius to ballads and interludes, making 
rough sport for loungers and for the common people ; or, in 
their quieter moods, were devoted to metrical versions 
ftom the Scriptures. In a history of our vernacular literal 
ture, the introduction of a versified psalter and of psalm- 
singing forms an incident ; as the passion for psalmody it- 
self is a portion of the history of the Reformation. " This 
infectious phrensy of sacred song," as Thomas Warton de- 
scribes what he condemns as puritanic, we adopted from 
the practice of Calvin, who had introduced psalm- singing 
into the Geneva discipline, but really had himself borrowed 
it from the popularity of the first psalms in French metre, 
by Clement Marot. This natural and fine genius, as a 
commutation for an irregular life — and he had been im- 
prisoned for eating flesh in Lent — was persuaded by the 
learned Vatable, the Hebrew Professor, to perform this 
signal act of penance. The gay novelty charmed the 
court, and was equally delightful to the people ; every one 
chose the psalm which expressed his own personal feel- 
ings or described his own condition, adapted to some 
favorite air for the instrument or the voice. At the time it 
could have been little suspected that while Calvin was strip- 
ping the religious service of its pageantry, and denuding 
it even of its decent ceremonies, he would have conde- 
scended to anything so human as a tune and a chorus ; yet 
the austere reformer of Geneva showed no deficient knowl- 
edge of human nature, when he contrived to make men 
sing in concert, or carol in the streets, and shorten their 
work by a song cheerful or sad ; for psalms there are for 
joy or for affliction, eflfusions for all hours, suitable to all 
ranks. 

Another incident in which our vernacular literature was 
remotely connected, was the calling in of the ancient Rituals, 
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Missals, and other books of the Latin service, and estab- 
lishing the book of Common Prayer in the common lan- 
guage. But the people at large seemed reluctant to alter 
their antiquated customs, which habit had long endeared to 
them. While they had listened to an unintelligible mass, 
they had, from their childhood, contracted a spirit of devo- 
tion. Their fathers had bowed to the mass as a holy 
office from time immemorial ; and from their childhood 
they had attached to it those emotions of holiness which 
were not the less so by their erroneous association of 
ideas. When their religion became a mere Act of Parlia- 
ment, and their prayers were in plain English, all appeared 
an affair of yesterday. The church service seemed no 
longer venerable, the new priesthood no longer apostoli- 
cal ; and the giddy populace protested against the common 
dues exacted by their neighbor the curate, for their mar- 
riages and baptisms and funerals. They forsook their 
churches, and even refused to pay tithes. 

It is in revolutionary periods that we find men adapted 
for these rare occasions ; who, had they not lived amid the 
conunotions around them, had probably not emerged out of 
the sphere of their neighbors. Such minds quickly sym- 
pathise with popular grievances and popular clamors, and 
obtain their reformation, often at the sacrifice of their indi- 
vidual interestj as if the cause were their appointed voca- 
tion. They are advocates who plead, imbued even by all 
the prejudices of their clients ; they are organs resounding 
the fulness of the passions around them : a character of 
this order is the true representative of the multitude ; and 
we listen to all their cries in the single voice of such a man. 
And such a man was Robert Crowley, a universal reform- 
er through church and state ; whose unwearied industry 
run the pace of his zeal ; whose declarations were as open 
as his designs were definite ; and whose resolved spirit 
pursued its object in every variable form which his imagi- 
nation could invent, and which incessant toil never found 
irksome. 

Vol. I. — 31 



362 A CRISIS AND ▲ REACTIOX; 

Crowley had been a student at Magdalen College at Ox- 
ford, and obtained a fellowship. At the close of the reign 
of Henry the Eighth, Crowley appears to have sojourned 
in " the great city ;" and in that of Edward the Sixth, we 
must not be surprised to discovor the Fellow of Magdalen 
established as a printer and bookseller, and moreover com- 
bining the elevated characters of poet and preacher. How 
it happened that a man of letters, and not undistinguished 
by his genius, adopted a mechanical profession, we may 
account for from the exigencies of the time. Possibly 
Crowley's fellowship was what Swift once called " a beg- 
garly fettleship." In the hurried reform of the day, " the 
universal good" was attended by " a great partial evil." 
In the dissolution of the abbeys and priories they had also 
demolished those useful exhibitions proceeding from them, 
by which poor students were maintained at the universities. 
Many, thus deprived of the means of existence at college, 
were compelled to forsake their Alma-Mater and seek an- 
other course of life. It was probably this incident which 
had thrown this learned man among the people. How 
Crowley contrived to fulfil his four-fold office of printer, 
bookseller, poet, and preacher, with eminent succests, the 
scanty notices of his life disappoint our curiosity. We 
would gladly enter into the recesses of this man's arduous 
life. Did he partition the hours of his day ? What habits 
harmonized such clashing pursuits ? Was he a sage whose 
wisdom none of his followers have gathered ? Was the 
shop of the studious man haunted by learned customers ? 
When we think of the printer's press and the bookseller's 
counter, we are disposed to inquire, Where mused the poet, 
and where stood the preacher ? 

Crowley is the author of many controversial pieces, and 
some satirical poems reflecting the manners and the pas- 
sions of his day, all which enjoyed repeated editions. But 
he was not less a favorite sermoniser. He touched a trem- 
ulous chord in the hearts of the people, and his opinions 
found an echo in their breasts. The pulpit and the press. 



ROBERT CROWLEY. 363 

perhaps, had been his voluntary choice, to print out what 
he had spoken ere it perished, or offer a supplement to a 
sermon in some awful tome of theology and reform. His 
Pulpit and his Press ! — " those two prolific sources of fac- 
tion," exclaimed Thomas Warton. 

As a printer and book-vender, Crowley is distinguished 
by that curiosity of research which led him to be the first 
publisher of " The Visions of Piers Ploughman," which 
had hitherto slept in the dust of its manuscript state. War- 
ton restricts the merit of his discovery merely to the fervor 
of a controversialist eager to propagate his own opinions ; 
and truly the bold spirit of reform, and the satirical strokes 
on the ecclesiastics of the times of Edward the Third in 
that remarkable and unknown author, were in unison with 
a reformer in the age of reformation. It must be confessed 
that the historian of our poetry cherished some collegiate 
prejudices, and that his native good humor is liable to change 
when his pen scourges a puritan and a predestinarian, as 
was Robert Crowley, But Warton wrote when he ima- 
gined that the suppressed absurdities of popery required no 
longer any strong satire from a Calvinist ; and as Crowley, 
too, lived to hold many dignities in the reign of Elizabeth, 
Crowley appeared to Warton to be the member of " a church 
whose doctrines and polity his undisceming zeal had a ten- 
dency to destroy." Strype has only ventured to describe 
Crowley as " an earnest professor of religion." The meek 
curate of Low-Leyton could not rise to the magisterial in- 
dignation of one of the " heads of houses," one who, at 
least, ought to have been, and who, I understand, probably 
missed the honor and the profit by his own ingenuous care- 
lessness. 

One of the most striking productions of this earnest re- 
former, for its freedom, was his address to the assembled 
parliament. The title is expressive — "An Information 
and Petition against the Oppressors of the Commoners of 
this Realm, Compiled and imprinted for this only purpose, 
that among them that have to do in the parliament, somo 
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godly-minded men may hereat take occasion to speak more 
in the matter than the author was able to write." Crow- 
ley too modestly alludes to any deficiencies of his own. 
His " information" is ample, and doubtless conveyed to the 
ear of those " who had to do in the parliament," what must 
have startled the oldest senator. 

Who are " the oppressors of the poor commoners ?" 
All the orders in society ! the clergy — the laity — and, 
above all, " the possessioners !" 

This term, " the possessionors," was a popular circula» 
ting coinage struck in the mint of our reformer — and 
probably included much more than meets our ear. Every 
land-owner, every proprietor, was a " possessioner." 
Whether in an orderly primitive commonwealth there 
should be any '^ possessioners," might be a debatable 
point in parliament composed of "the poor commons** 
themselves, with our Robin for their speaker. But how- 
ever this might be, " the possessioners of this realm," as 
he calls them, " could only be reformed by God working 
in their hearts, as he did in the primitive church, when the 
possessioners were contented and very willing to seU their 
possessionsy and give the price thereof to be common to dO, 
the faithful believer s,^^ This seems perfectly intelligible, 
but our reformer judged it required some explanation — as 
thus : " He would not have any to take him as though he 
went about to make all things common." Doubtless, there 
were some propagators of this new revelation of a primi- 
tive Christian community, and as little doubt that Robin 
himself was one ; for he adds, " If the possessioners know 
how they ought to bestow their possessions," and he had 
already instructed them in that case, " he doubted not it 
should not need to have all things made common,^'* Such was 
the logic of this primitive radical reformer. A bland com- 
promise, and a sturdy menace ! This " grievance" of the 
" Possessioners'* might be reformed, till poverty itself be- 
came a test of patriotism. They had yet to learn that to 
empoverish the rich is not to enrich the poor. 
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At that day they were bewildered in their notions of 
property, and their standards of value ; they had neither 
discovered the sources nor the progress of the wealth of a 
nation. They murmured at importation, for which they 
seemed to pay the penalties, and looked on exportation as 
a conveyance of the national property to the foreigner. 
They fixed the prices at which all consumable articles were 
to be sold ; the farmer's garner was inspected ; the landp 
lords who became graziers were denounced ; forestallers 
fund regraters haunted the privy councils of the king ; the 
markets were never better supplied ; and the people won- 
dered why every article was dearer. About this time the 
prices of all commodities, both in France and England, 
had gradually risen. The enterprise of commerce was 
probably working on larger capitals. As expenses increased, 
the landlords held that they were entitled to higher rents. 
In Crowley's denunciations " God's plague" is invoked 
against all "lease-mongers, pilling and polling the poor 
commoner." The parliament of Henry the Eighth had 
legalized the interest of money at ten per cent. ; Robia 
would have this " sinful act" repealed ; loans should be 
gratuitous by the admonition in Luke, " Do ye lend, look- 
ing for no gain thereof." In this manner he applies the 
text against usury. They seemed to have no notion that 
he who bought ever intended to sell. This rude political 
economist proposed that all property should be kept sta- 
tionary. No one should have a better portion than he was 
bom to. Where then was to be found the portion of " the 
poor commoner" not born to any ? or him whose loss of 
fortune was to be repaired by industry and enterprise ? 
Prices advanced ; double rents ! double tithes ! Our radi- 
cal preacher attacks his brother ecclesiastics. ** We can 
neither come into the world, nor remain in it, nor go out of 
it, but they must have a fleece! Let it be lawful to per- 
form all their ministries by ourselves ; we can lay an hon- 
est man in his grave without a set of carrion-crows scent- 
ing their prey.** The splendor of the ancient landed aris- 
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tocracy and the prodigal luxury of the ecclesiastics more 
forcibly struck their minds than those silent arts of enlarged 
traffic which were perpetuating the wealth of the nation, 
and producing its concomitant evils. 

While the people were thus agitated, divided, and dis- 
tracted, the same state of disorder was shaking the more 
intelligent classes of society. Our mutable governments 
4uring four successive reigns gave rise to incidents which 
had not occurred in the annals of any other people. With 
the higher orders it was not only a conflict of the old and 
the new religions ; public disputations were frequent, creeds 
were yet to be drawn from school-divinity, the artificial 
logic of syllogisms and metaphysical disputations held 
before mixed audiences, where the appellant, when his 
memory or his acumen failed him, was disconcerted by the 
respondent ; but when the secular arm was called in, al- 
ternately as each faction predominated, and the lives and 
properties of men were to be the result of these opinions, 
then men knew not what to think, nor how to act. What 
had served as argument and axiom within a few years, a 
state proclamation condemned as false and erroneous. A 
dereliction of principle spread as the general infection of 
the times, and in despair many became utterly indifferent 
to the event of affairs to which they could apply no other 
remedy than to fall in with the new course, whatever that 
might be. 

The history of the universities exhibits this mutable pic- 
ture of the nation. There were learned doctors who 
under Henry the Eighth abjured their papacy — under 
Edward vacillated, not knowing which side to lean on — 
under Mary recanted — and under Elizabeth again abjured. 
Many an apostate on both sides seemed converted into 
zealous penitents ; persecutors of the friends with whom 
they had consorted, and deniers of the very opinions which 
they had so earnestly propagated. The facility with which 
some illustrious names are recorded to have given way to 
the pressure of events seems almost incredible ; but, for 
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the honor of human nature, on either side there were some 
who were neither so tractable nor so infirm. 

The heads of houses stood for antiquity, with all its sa- 
cred rust of time ; they looked on reform with a suspicious 
eye, while every man in his place marked his eager ejector 
on the watch. Under Edward the Sixth, Dr. Richard 
Smith, a potent scholastic, stood forth the stem advocate 
of the ancient order of things. However, to preserve his 
professorship, this doctor recanted of " his popish errors ;" 
shortly afterward he declared that it was no recantation, 
but a retraction signifying nothing : to make the doctor 
appear somewhat more intelligible, and a rumor spreading 
that " Dr. Smith was treading in his old steps," he was 
again enforced to read his recantation, with an acknowl- 
edgment that " his distinction was frivolous, both terms 
signifying the same thing." He did not recant the profes- 
sorship till Cranmer invited Peter Martyr from Germany 
to the chair of the disguised Romanist. The political 
Jesuit attended even the lectures of his obtrusive rival, 
took notes with a fair countenance, till suddenly burst the 
latent explosion. An armed party menaced the life of 
Peter Martyr, and a theological challenge was sent from 
the late professor to hold a disputation on ^Hhe real 
presence." Peter Martyr protested against the barbarous 
and ambiguous terms of the scholastic logic, and would 
only consent to explain the mystery of the sacrament by 
the terms of carnaliter and corporaliter ; for the Scriptures, 
in describing the Supper, mention the flesh and the body, 
not the matter and substance. He would however indulge 
them to accept the terms of realiter and sahstantialiter. 

There was " a great hubbub" at Oxford on this most 
eventful issue. The popish party and the reformers were 
alike hurried and busied ; books and arguments were 
heaped together ; the meanest citizen took his stand. 
The reforming visiters of Edward arrived ; all met, all but 
Dr. Smith, who had flown to Scotland, on his way to Lou- 
vain. However, he had left his able deputies, who were 
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deep in the lore in which it appears Peter Martyr required 
frequent aid to get on. Both the adverse parties triumphed ; 
that is usual in these logomachies ; but the Romanists ac- 
count for the success of the reformed by the circumstance 
that their judges were reformers. 

Such abstruse subjects connected with religious associa- 
tions, and maintained or refuted by the triumph or the levity 
of some haughty polemic, produced the most irreverent 
feelings among the vulgar. As the Reformation was then 
to be predominant, the common talk of the populace was 
diversified by rhymes and ballads ; and it was held, at 
least by the wits, that there was " no real presence," since 
Dr. Smith had not dared to show himself. The papistical 
sacrament was familiarly called " Jack in the box," " Worm's 
meat," and other ludicrous terms, one of which has de- 
scended to us in the term which jugglers use of hocus-po' 
cus. This familiar phrase, Anthony Wood informs us, 
originated in derision of the words, " Hoc est corpus," 
slovenly pronounced by the mumbling priest in delivering 
the emblem as a reality. As opprobrious words with the 
populace indicate their furious acts, scandalous scenes 
soon followed. The censers were snatched from the hands of 
the ofliciating priests ,* mass-books were flung at their heads 
all red-lettered and illuminated volumes were chopped in 
pieces by hatchets : nor was this done always by the pop- 
ulace, but by students, who in their youth and their reform 
knew of no better means to testify their new loyalty to the 
visiters of Edward. One of the more ludicrous scenes 
among so many shameful ones, was a funereal exhibition 
of the schoolmen. Peter Lombard, " the master of senten- 
ces," accompanied by Duns Scotus and Thomas Aquinas, 
carried on biers, were tumbled into bonfires ! 

Five years after these memorable scenes, the same dra- 
ma was to be repeated, performed by a different company 
of actors. Religion assumed a new face ; that which had 
hardly been established was blasted by the name of heresy. 
All who had flourished under Edward were now called in 
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question. The ancient tenants now ejected the new-com- 
ers ; and affronted them by the same means they had 
themselves been affronted. No one at first knew how af- 
fairs were to turn out ; some still clung to the reform ; 
others were reverting to the old system. There were in 
fact for some time two religions at once in the university. 
The Common Prayer-Book in English was however but^ 
faintly read, while the mass was loudly chanted. Jewelfe 
letter to the queen was cautiously worded. This zealous 
reformer, in an unhappy moment, had yielded to his fears, 
and subscribed a recantation, which he soon after abjured 
before a protestant congregation in Germany. When Pe- 
ter Martyr heard the little bell ring to mass, he sighed, and 
said, " that bell would destroy all the sound doctrine in the 
college." Gardiner gave him a safe-conduct homeward, 
which saved Peter Mart)nr from the insolent triumph of his 
rival, the scholastic Dr. Smith, and the Spanish friars with 
whom Mary supplied his place. 

But the Marians also burnt books, as likewise men ! 

The funeral of the schoolmen carried on their biers was 
too recent to be forgotten ; and in return, all Bibles in 
English, and all the commentators on the Bible in the ver- 
nacular idiom, and which, we are told, " for their number 
seemed almost infinite," were thrown together in the mar- 
ket-place ; and the lighted pyre proclaimed to Oxford the 
ominous fiames of superstition, which consumed, not long 
after, opposite to Baliol College, the great unfortunate vic- 
tims of reformation. There Latimer and Ridley bowed 
their spirits in the fires, while Cranmer, from the top of 
the Bocardo, witnessed the immolation, praying to God to 
strengthen them, and felt in anticipation his own coming 
fate. Then followed expulsions and emigrations. We 
have a long list of names. Five years afterward, such 
was the rapid change of scenery, these fugitives returned, 
to repossess themselves of their seats, and were again and 
finally the ejectors under Elizabeth. 

The history of this mutable period is remarkably shown 
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in the singular incident of Catherine, the wife of .Peter 
Martyr, and St. Frideswide. 

Peter Martyr, when celibacy was the indispensable rir- 
tue of an ecclesiastic, brought his wife into his college, 
and also his bawling children. This spirit of reform was 
an abhorrence to the conscience and the quiet of the 
monks. A brothel, a prostitute, and a race of bastards, 
formed, according to the old inmates, the residence of the 
family of the reformer. The wife of Martyr died, and was 
interred near the rehcs of St. Frideswide. In the Marian 
days, it was resolved that the departed female should be 
condemned for heresy, and, since the corpse lay not dis- 
tant from " that religious virgin St. Frideswide," it should 
be disinterred ; and the Dean of Christ Church had the 
remains of Martyr's wife dug up and buried in the dung- 
hill of his stable. Five years after, when Elizabeth reign- 
ed, the fate of the disturbed bones of the wife of Martyr 
was recollected, and, by command, with patience and in- 
genuity, the sub-dean collected from the dunghill the bones 
which time had disjointed, and placed them in a coffin in 
the cathedral till they should be reburied with greater so- 
lemnity. A search was at the same time made by the 
sub-dean for the bones of St. Frideswide, which were not 
found where they had reposed for centuries. They had 
been hidden by some relic-adoring catholic, to save them 
from the profane hands of the triumphant heretics of Ed- 
ward the Sixth. In the obscurest part of the church, after 
much seeking, two silken bags were discovered, which 
had carefully preserved the relics of St. Frideswide. The 
sub-dean, who seems to have been at once a Romanist %]ad 
a reformer, considered that these bones of Peter Martyr's 
wife and the female saint should receive equal honors. 
He put them in the same coffin, and they were reinterred 
together. This incident provoked some scofifs from the 
witless, and some grave comments from those who stood 
in more awe of the corpse of the saint than of the sinner. 
Thus they were buried coupled together ; and a scholar, 
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whether a divine or a philosopher his ambiguous style will 
not assure us, inscribed this epitaph : — 

'< Hie jacet Meligio cum SuperatUiom.'* 

Cid the profound writer insinuate a wish that in one 
grave should lie mingled together religion with supersti- 
tion ? or that they are still as inseparable as the bones of 
the wife of Peter Martyr with the bones of St. Frideswide ? 
Or did he mean nothing more than the idle antithesis of a 
scholar's pen ? 

At this uncertain crisis of the alliance between church 
and state, the history of our English Bible exhibits a sin- 
gular picture of the church, which, from courting the favor 
of the great, gradually grew into its own strength, and 
rested on its own independence. We perceive it first at- 
tracting the royal eye, and afterward securing the patron- 
age of ministers. This phenomenon is observable in the 
Bible commanded to be printed by Edward the Sixth. 
There we view his majesty's portrait printed and illumin- 
ed in red. Under Elizabeth, in the same Bible, omit- 
ting only the papistic fish-days, we are surprised by the 
two portraits of the Earl of Leicester, placed before the 
Book of Joshua, and Cecil Lord Burleigh, adorning the 
Psalms. This is the first edition of the Bishop's Bible. But 
subsequently, in 1574, we discover that the portraits of 
the royal favorites are both withdrawn, and a map of the 
Holy Land substituted, while the arms of Archbishop Par- 
ker seem to have been let into the vacancy which Lord 
Burleigh erst so gloriously occupied. The map of the 
Holy Land unquestionably is more appropriate than the 
portraits of the two statesmen ; but the arms of the arch- 
bishop introduced into the Scriptures indicate a more ego- 
tistic spirit in the good prelate than, perhaps, becomes the 
saintly humility of the pastor. The whole is an exhibition 
of that worldliness which in its first weakness is uncertain 
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of the favor of the higher powers, but which cannot con- 
ceal its triumph in its full-grown strength ; the great eccle- 
siastic, no longer collecting portraits of ministers, stamps 
his own arms on the sacred volume, to ratify his own 
power! 
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• Scriptural dramas, composed by the ecclesiastics, 
furnished the nations of Europe with the only drama they 
possessed during many centuries. Voltaire ingeniously 
V suggested, that Gregory of Nazianzen, to wean the Chris- 
^lians of Constantinople from the dramas of Greece and 
Rome, composed sacred dramas; "The Passion of Christ" 
afforded one of the deepest interest. This remarkable 
transition might have occurred to this father of the church, 
from the circumstance that the ancient Greek tragedy had 
originally formed a religious spectacle ; and the choruses 
were turned into Christian hymns. Warton considered 
this fact as a new discovery in the obscure annals of the 
earliest drama.* The temples of the idols were for ever to 
be closed, for true religioil and triumphant faith could show 
the miraculous Being who, blending the celestial with the 
human nature, was no longer the empty fable of the poet. 
The gross simplicity of the inventers, and the undisturbed 
faith of the people, perceived nothing profane in the repre- 
sentation of an awful mystery by a familiar play. Chris- 
tian or pagan, the populace remains the same, and must 
be amused ; the invention of scriptural plays would keep 
alive their religious faith, and sacred dramas would be a 
happy substitute for those of which they were denied ever- 
more to be spectators. 

This attempt to christianize the drama did not produce 
ai^ immediate effect ; but the Roman dramatic art could not 

♦ Warton's Hist, of Eng. Poetry, iii., 195, 8vo edition ; but it has 
heen suggested that, as Saint Gregory composed more poetically, this 
earliest sacred drama was the production of a later writer, another 
Gregory, bishop of Antioch. A. D. 572. The dramatist, however, 
was an ecclesiastic, and that point only is important on the present 
occasion. 

Vol. I.— 32 
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fail to degenerate with the Roman empire ; and the actois 
themselves were but the descendants of the mimi, a race 
of infamous bufifoons, objects of the horror and the excom- 
munication of the primitive fathers* 

In the obscurity of the mediaeval period, the origin of 
these sacred dramas in Europe is lost. They are only 
incidently noticed by those who had yet no notions of the 
. drama. But though in England their remains are found bIL 
a mifch earlier period than in any other country, this se«m8 
to have b»«n a mere accident from the utter neglect, ^tf 
rather ignorance, of otl^r nations of the orijggu^qCibeir own 
early drama ; for these scriptural plays, judging by those 
which we possess, seem struck in the same mint, and sure 
worked out of a common stock, and their appearance we 
can hardly doubt was coeval. Monks were ihe writers or 
inventers, and a general communication was kept up witk 
Rome throughout every European realm. The subjects 
and the personages of these biblical dramas are treated 
with the same inartificial arrangement, and when translated 
it would be difficult to distinguish between a French, a 
Flemish, or an English mystery ; and in their progressive 
state, branching out into three distinct classes, they passed 
in all countries through the same mutations. 

It has been conjectured that they were first introduced 
into Italy, from its intercourse with the metropolis of the 
Greek empire ; but when we have recourse to its literary 

♦ TertnUian, Chrysostom, Lactantlus, Cyprian, and others, have 
vehemently declaimed against theatres and actors. It is doubtlesf 
the invectives of the Fathers which have been the true origin rf 
the puritanic denouncement against << stage-plays'' and << play-goers/' 
The Fathers furnished ample quotations for Prynne in his ^'Histiio- 
xnastix." It is, however, curious to observe that at a later day, in 
the thirteenth century, the great schoolman Thomas Aquinas greatly 
relaxed the prohibitions ; confessing that amusement is necessary to 
the happiness of man, he allows the decent exercise of the histrionic 
art. See a curious tract, *' The Stage condemned," which euntains 
a collection of the opinions of the Fathers, 1698. Riccoboni, '<Sar 
les Theatres," does not fail to appeal to the great schoolman. 
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recorder, we gather nothing bift ambiguity. Tiraboschi is 
dubious whether the early Italian mysteries exhibited in 
the year 1264 were an3rthing more than a dumb show, or 
the processional display of a religious pageant. Decided, 
on system, not to approve of such familiar exhibitions of 
sacred themes, the Jesuit has cautiously noticed two com- 
panies who evidently had performed a mystery, or miracle- 
play. In that piece there is a direction that " An angel 
C and the virgin sing ;" but our learned Jesuit will not ren- 
\fgae even to surmise that " the virgin and the angel" acted 
their i;mrts, but merely chanted a poem.^ The literary an- 
tiquary Signorelli inclines to fix the uncertain date of the 
first sacred drama so late as in 1445.t In France these 
early scriptural exhibitions were so little comprehended, 
that Le Grand d^Aussy, in his pretension that his nation 
possessed the drama in the thirteenth century, derives the 
origin of their mysteries from such pieces as the three 
fabliaux which he has given, as the earliest dramas.j: So 
little conversant in his day — not a distant one — were the 
French antiquaries with a subject which has of late become 
familiar to their tastes. We learn nothing positive of their 
" Mysteries" till their " Confraerie de la Passion" was in- 
corporated in 1402. 

The earliest of these representations necessarily would 

• Tiraboschi, iv. 

t These dramas subsequently formed no uncommon spectacle in 
the streets of Italy, whence some Italian critics have fancied that 
the Gothic poem of Dante — his Hell, his Purgatory, and his Para- 
dise — was an idea caught from the three-fold stage of a mystery 
which oAen fixed his musings in the streets of his own Florence* 
As late as in the year 1739, a mystery of " The Damned Soul,'» 
acted by living personages, was still exhibited by a company of 
strollers in Turin ; we have the amusing particulars in a letter by 
Spence. — Speiice's .^Snecdotes, 397, They have sunk to the humble 
■tate of puppet-shows, and are still exhibited at carnival-time at 
Venice and elsewhere. 

} See the note and this extraordinary blunder in << Fabliaux/* 

41 1K9. 
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be in Latin,* and perfonned in monasteries by the eccle* 
siastics themselves, on festival days ; in this state how 
could they have been designed for the people 1 Aware of 
this difficulty, and convinced that these holy plays were 
in their origin intended for popular instruction and recrea- 
tion, it has been conjectured that the I^atin mystery was 
accompanied by a pantomimic show, for the benefit of the 
people ; but an impatient concourse could be little affected 
by the action of the performers, almost as incomprehensi- 
ble as the language was imintelligible. The people, a great 
animal only to be fondled in one way, as uamd* wefked out 
their own wants ; they taught learned clerks the only 
method by which they were to be amused, by having the 
same thing after their own fashion, and to be comprehend- 
ed in their own language ; and the day at last arrived when 
even the people themselves would be actors. In the ob- 
scurity of the mediaeval period, the literary antiquary has 
often to feel his way in the darkness, till among uncertain 
things he fancies that he grasps the palpable. We are not 
furnished with precise dates, but some natural circumstan- 
ces may account for the introduction of the myBteries in 
the vernacular idiom, Aibout the eighth century, merchants 
carried on their trades in the great fairs, and to attract the 
people together, jugglers, minstrels, and buffoons, were well 
paid, and the populace flocked. Such a multitudinous con- 
course appears to have created alarm among their great 
lords ; and the ecclesiastics in vain proscribed these licen- 
tious revelries. It would be nothing more than a stroke 
of their accustomed policy if we imagine that, seeing the 
people were eager after such pubhc entertainments, the 
monks should take them into their own hands ; and offer- 
ing a far more imposing exhibition than even the tricks of 
jugglers, combining piety with merriment, at once awe and 
delight the people by their scriptural histories and the le- 

• Mr. Wright has published a curious collection of Latin myste- < 
ries of the twelfth century. 
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gends of saints, in the language common to them all, thus 
enticing them from profane mummeries. It was a revolu- 
tion in the history of the people, who, without education, 
seemed to grow learned in the mysteries and to be wit- 
nesses of miracles ! 

This account is not incongruous with another probably / 
not less true, and which indeed has been received as in-y 
disputable among the more ancient literary historians. 0r 
France, and is well known by the verses of Boileaii in his 
\^" Art of Poetry." Palmers and pilgrims — the one retum- 
ing'^pom the East, bearing in thek etips the hallowed palm- 
branch of Palestine, and the other from some distant shrine, 
their chaplets and cloaks covered with the many-colored 
scallops — taking their stand in thoroughfares, and leaning 
on their staffs, while their pendent relics and images at^ 
tracted the gazer, would win an audience from among the 
people. These venerable itinerants or semi-saints recited 
their sacred narratives in verse or even in prose ; they had 
sojourned amid '* the holy places," which they described ; 
they had their adventures to tell, serious or comic ; and 
that many of these have entered into the great body of 
romance, and were caught up by the trouveres, we can 
easily imagine. These strollers excited the piety and con- 
tributed to the amusement of their simple auditors, who, in 
the course of time, occasionally provided for these actors a 
stage on a green in the vicinage of their town ; thus an 
audience of burghers and clowns, and no critics, was first 
formed. The ecclesiastics adopted performances so cer- 
tain of popular attraction, and became the sole authors of 
these inartificial dramas, as they were of romances and 
chronicles. They had but one object, and knew to treat it 
only in one way. They imagined that they were instruct- 
ing the people by initiating them into scriptural history, 
the only history then known, and by keeping the sources 
of popular recreation in their own hands, they looked for 
their success in the degree they excited their terror or their 
piety, and not less their ribald merriment ; and for the peo- 

32* 
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pie the profane drollery and the familiar dialogue were as 
consistent with their feelings as the articles of their creed, 
for which they would have died, as well as laughed at. 

These primeval dramas are not inconsiderable objects in 
the philosophy of literary history. In England,* and 
probably throughout Europe, they long kept their stand- 
ing ; they linger in Italy, and still possess devout Spain. 
Not long since at Seville they had their mysteries adapted 
to the seasons — the Crucifixion for Good Friday, and the 
Nativity for Christmas, and the Creation whenever they 
chose ; and a recent editor of the plays of Cerwntcrs' as- 
sures us, that these Autos Saeramentales still form a source 
of amusement and edification to the pilgrims at the Shrine 
of St. Jago de Compostella, which it seems still receives 
such visiters. t 

These scriptural plays were known in England before 
1119; they formed public performances in the metropolis 
in 1180. They were then confined to the monasteries, 
and when the audience required the space, they were ex- 
hibited in churches ; and sometimes even in cemeteries. So 
true it is that the first theatres were churches and the first 
actors were churchmen. Some reprobated the sight of the 

* Perhaps the very last remains of such rude dramalic exhibitions 
are yet to be traced in our counties — about Christmas-tide, or rather 
old Christmas, whose decrepit age is personified. In Lancashire 
and Yorkshire, and also in Dorsetshire, families are visited by " the 
great Emperor of the Turks" and St. George of England, or by the 
lion-hearted Richard. After a fierce onset, ringing their tin swords, 
the Saracens groan and drop. The leech appears holding his vial ; 
from some drops the dead survive their fate, and rise for the hospi- 
table supper. The dialogue, however, has not been so traditional 
as the exhibition. The curious portion of these ancient exhibitions 
is therefore totally lost in the substitutions of the rude rustics. The 
Wassail songs, or the Christmas carols, have come down with fewer 
losses than these ancient "Tales of the Crusaders;" for the lan- 
guage of emotion, and the notice of old picturesque customs, cling 
to the memory, and endure with their localities. But fdr these we 
must travel far from the land of the Cockneys. 

Bouterwek. 
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priestly character, or the " fols clers," — " the mad clerks," 
in their grotesque disguisings ; if they were sanctioned by 
one pope, they were condemned by another. The clergy, 
except on some rare occasion, when exhibiting before 
royalty or nobility,* were at length not reluctant to yield 
their places to a new race of performers. In the metropo- 
lis they never lost their control over these representations, / 
for they consigned them to the care of their inferior brethpf 
ren the parish-clerks ; but in provincial towns it vtmsr hot 
' V long ere the people themselves discovered that they, with 
soitt^-Uttle assistance from the neigkbidring monasteries, 
were competent to take them into their own hands. The 
honest members of guilds or corporations, of mechanics 
and tradesmen, formed themselves into brotherhoods of 
actors, ambitious of displaying their mimetic faculty to 
their townsfolk. The play had now become the people's 
play, and the scale of the representation widened at every 
point ; it was to be acted in an open plain, and it was to 
extend sometimes through eight days.f Such was the 
concourse of spectators, and indeed the performers were 
themselves a crowd. All were anxious to show them- 
selves in some part, and such a play might require nearly 
a hundred personages. In a miracle-play, the whole life 
of a saint, from the cradle to martyrdom, was displayed in 
the same piece ; the youth, the middle-age, and the cadu- 

• The clergy long continued to assist at these exhibitions, if they 
did not always act in them. In 1417, an English Mystery was ex- 
hibited before the Emperor Sigismund, at the Council of Constancei 
on the usual subject of the Nativity. The English Bishops had it 
rehearsed several days, that the actors might be perfect before their 
imperial audience. We are not told in what language their English 
Mystery was recited ; but we are furnished with a curious fact, that 
** the Germans consider this play as the first intt'oduction of that 
soit of dramatic performance in their country." — Henry of Mom- 
mouth, by the Rev. /. E. Tyler, ii., 61. 

f The Spanish nation, unchangeable in their customs, have re* 
tained the last remains of the ancient Mysteries in the divisions of 
their dramas, called " Jornadas." 
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city of the eminent personage required to be enacted by 
three different actors, so that there were the first, the sec- 
ond, and the third Jacob, to emulate one another, and pro- 
voke bickerings ; town-folks when actors, it appears, being 
querulously jealous. Something of scenical illusion was 
contrived, and what in the style of the green-room is 
, termed " properties"* was attempted, by the description we 
\&nd in the directions to the actors, and by the mischances 
whieh occurred to the unpractised performers by their 
clumsy ihacbinery. Their mode of representation was so/ 
much alike, that tb« same sort of ludicrous accidoat^^ave 
come down to us relative to our native mysteries, as oc- 
curred in those of France. Bishop Percy has quoted a 
malicious trick played by the Flemish Owl-glass, the buf- 
foon of the times, among his neighbors in one of these 
mysteries ;t a Judas had nearly hanged himself, and the 
cross had nearly realized a crucifixion. Among these un- 
lucky attempts they gilded over the face to represent the 
Eternal Father ; the ancient burgher, nearly suffocated, nev- 
er appeared again ; and next day it was announced that for 
the future the Deity should lie " covered by a cloud." A 
scaffold was built up of three or more divisions for " the 
stage-play :" Paradise opened at the top, the world moved 
in the centre, and the yawning throat of an immeasurable 
dragon, as the devils sun in and out, showed the bottomless 
pit ; and whenever the protruding wings of that infernal 
monster approached, " and fanned'' the near spectators, 
the terror was real. 

These mysteries abound with a licentiousness to which 

• " A sheep-skin for Jews, wigs for the Apostles, and vizards for 
devils," appear in the church-wardens' accounts at Tewkesbury, 
1678, "for the players* geersr—Hist, of Dramatic Poetry^ ii., 140. 
The same diligent inquirer has also discovered the theatrical term 
** properties," in allusion to the furniture of the stage, and which is 
80 used by Shakespeare, employed in its present sense in an ancient 
morality.— 76. ii., 279. 

t Reliques of Ancient Poetry, i., 129. 
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the rude simplicity of the age was innocently insensible ; 
a ludicrous turn is often given to the solemn incidents of 
holy writ ; and the legend of a saint opened an unbounded 
scope to their mother- wit. The usual remark of the people 
when they had been pleased with a performance was, i 
" To-day the mystery was very fine and devout ; and the , 
devils played most pleasantly."* The devils were thv' 
buffoons, and compliment one another with most atrociarfs 
titles. The spectators who shed tears at the tfffturous 
v^ crucifixion, would listen with delight to th^-vblume of re- 
cfpyeoal abuse voided by Satai^ and th^' Satanic, whose very 
names, at any other time or place, would have paralyzed 
the intellect. This strange mixture of religious and ludi- 
crous emotions attests that the authors and the spectators 
were in the childhood of society, satisfied that they were 
good Christians. Such were the earliest attempts of our 
dramatic representations ; but men must tread with naked 
feet before they put on the sock and buskin. 

Several of these annual exhibitions in provincial towns 
have descended to us, as those of the Chester Whitsun- 
plays, and others in great towns. Originally, doubtless, 
written in Latin, they soon submitted to the Norman rule, 
vigilant to practise every means to diflfuse the French lan- 
guage ; but in this state they could not deeply delight the 
great body of the Saxon people.f The monk, Ralph Hig- 



• Lictionnaire de VAcademie Frangaise, — The proverbial phrase 
|g accompanied by a very superfluous remark : " Ce mot a pass^ 
d'usage avec les mceurs de ces temps anciens." See also Diet* de 
Trevoux, art. " JIfy«<iere.'* 

t That the translation of the " Chester Plays" was made from the 
French, and not from the Latin, as Warton supposed, is ingeniously 
elucidated by Mr. Collier. In the English translation, some of the 
original French passages have been preserved. — .Annals of the Stage, 

ii., 129. 

When Warton found that these plays were translated into En- 
glish, he concluded that they were from the Latin. He totally for- 
got that the French was long the prevalent language of England* 
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den, under the influence of that national sinrit which had 
been evinced by some former native monks, directed bis 
efforts to the relief of his countrymen. Thrice he journey* 
ed to Rome to obtain the permission of his holiness to 
translate these holy plays into the vernacular English for 
the people.* Three journeys to Rome indicate some diffi- 
Vxulty about the propriety of this mode of edifying the popu- 
Blpe, of which indeed there were conflicting opinions. 
But iha time was favorable ; the youthful monarch on the 
throne, our third Edward, was beginning to encourage the 
use of the vemaculaT idionu and in 1338, Higden put £h^ 
mysteries in the native tongue, and tlms accomplished 
what, in the great volume of the Polychronicon, he has so 
energetically exhorted, should be done, for the mainte- 
nance of what he termed ^* the birth-tongue." 

The day could not fail to arrive in the gradations of 
the public intellect, even such as it then was, that society 
would feel the want of something more directly operating 
on their sympathies, or their daily experience, than the 
unvaried scriptural tale. Mysteries however devout, by 
such familiar repetition, would lose something of their 
awfulness, as miracle-plays would satiate their tastes, as 
they became deficient in the freshness of invention. The 
first approaches of this change in ttieir feelings are observ- 
able in the later miracle-plays, where, as a novel attraction 
to the old plays, abstract personations are partially intro- 
duced ; but this novelty was to be carried much higher, 
and to include a whole set of new dramatic personages. 

And this important circumstance, too often overlooked by preceding 
enquirers, has thrown much confusion in our literary history. 

The best account we have of Ralph Higden may be found in the 
first volume of Lardner's Cyclopedia, on " The Early History of 
the English Stage/' a work of some original research, at page 193* 

* The earliest and rudest known miracle-play in English has been 
pirt>li8hed by Mr. HalUwell— "The Harrowing of Hell." It was 
written in the reign of Edward the Second, and is a curious instance 
of the childhood of the drama. 
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A more intellectual faculty was now exercised in the plan 
of the morality y or moral-{^ay.* This was no inconsidera* 
able advancement in the progress of society ; it was deep- 
ening the recesses of the human understanding, awakening 
and separating the passions ; it was one of those attempts 
which appear in the infancy of imagination, consisting not J 
of human beings, but of their shadowy reflections, in the^ 
personification of their passions, — in a word, it was alia* 
gory ! To relieve the gravity of this ethical play,^,»Mch 
was in some danger of calling on the audience'-4b(' deeper 
attention than their amusement couhL^cflTord, the morality 
not only retanied- -their old favorite, the Devil, but intro* 
duced a more natural buffoon in the Vice, who performed 
the part of the domestic fool of our ancestors, or the clown 
of our pantomime. 

These unsubstantial personages of allegory — these ap- 
paritions of human nature — were to assume a more bodily 
shape, when not only the passions, but the individual char- 
acters whom they agitated, were exhibited in every-day 
life, not however yet venturing into a wide field of society, 
but peeping from a comer, — it was nothing more than a 
single act, satirical and comic, in a dialogue sustained by 
three or four professional characters of the times. It was 
called the interlude, or *' a play between" to zest by its 
pleasantry the intervals of a luxurious, and sometimes a 
wearisome banquet. The most dramatic interludes wera 
the invention of John Heywood, the jester of Henry the 
Eighth. The Scottish Bard, Douglas, the Bishop of Dun- 
keld, alludes to these interludes, in his " Paleys of Honor." 

*' Grete was the preis the feast royal to sene. 
At ease they eat, wiih Interlttdes betweea.*'t 

* The reign of Henry the Sixth may be fixed upon as the epoch of 
a new species of dramatic representation, known by the name of a 
moral. — Collier, i. 23. 

f The reader may gratify his curiosity, and derive considerable 
amusement, from the skilful analysis of primitive dramas, both man* 
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Such was the march of events, the steppings which were 
conducting the national genius to the verge of tragedy and 
comedy ; a vast interval of time and labor separates the 
writers of these primitive plays from the fathers of dramatic 
art ; yet however ludicrous to us the simplicity of the age, 
often these singular productions betray shrewd humor and 
V natural emotions. To condemn them as barbarous and ab- 
■urd would be forming a very inadequate notion of the in- 
fluence of these earliest of our European dramas on their 
contempovwries. ^n enlightened lover of the arts has said, 
perhaps with great truth, that Raphael never received from' ' 
his age such flattering applatise, and ^excited «uch iiniver* 
sal approbation, as did Cimabue, the rude father of his art. 
The first essays strike more deeply than even the master- 
pieces of a subsequent age after all its successful labor; for 

uscript and printed, which Mr. Collier has drawn up with true dra- 
matic taste. There are also copious specimens in a curious article 
on Heywood in the volume on <' the English Drama*' of Lardner's 
Cyclopedia — the labor of a learned antiquary. The progress of 
the drama was similar both in France and England, yet our viva- 
cious neighbors seem to have invented a peculiar burlesque piece of 
their own, under the title of Soitua, and whose chief personage 
takes the quality of Prince des Sots ; and La Mere Sotte, who is 
represented with her infant Sots, These pieces still retained their 
devout character, with an intermixture of profane and burlesque 
scenes, highly relished by the i>opulace. '' lis le nommerent par un 
quolibet vulgaire, Jeiux de Pois pUez, et ce fut selon toutes les appa- 
rences a cause de melange du sacre et du profane qui regnait dans 
ces sortes de jeux." The cant phrase which the people coined for 
this odd mixture of sacred and farcical subjects, of Mashed PeaSy 
may lose its humor with us, but we find by Bayle, art. " D'Assoucy," 
that they were collected and printed under this title, and fetched 
high prices among collectors. These Sotties were acted by a brother- 
hood calling themselves, Enfans sans Soucy. — Par/ail HisL du 
Theh're Frangais, i., 52. One of their chief composers was Pierre 
Gringoire, of whose rare Softies I have several reprints by the learn- 
ed Abbe Caron. Gringoire invented and performed his Sotfies, in 
ridicule of the pope, on a scaffold or stage, to charm his royal mas- 
ter, Louis the Twelfth, in 1511 ; for an ample list of his gay satires 
see Biog, Universelle, art. *• Gringoire.*' 
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its more finished excellence depends partly on reflection, 
as well as on sensation. 

The mystery and the morality lingered among ns ; but 
in the improved taste and literature of the court of Henry 
the Eighth, the facetious interlude, while it was facetious, 
won the royal smile. The successive agitations of the 
age, however, could not fail to reflect its tempers in these 
public exhibitions. In the reforming government of Ed-/^ 
ward the Sixth, the miracle plays were looked on as -Ro- 
mish spectacles, and were fast sinking into negle^, when 
the clergy of the papistic queen retrograded into this whole 
fabulous mythology ; adepts not only in the craft of rnira- 
cles, but desirous, by these shows or " plays of miracles," 
to revive the taste in the imaginations of the people. The 
public authorities patronised what recently they had laugh- 
ed at or had scorned. On Corpus Christi day, the lord- 
mayor and the privy council were spectators of " The 
Passion of Christ," always an alSecting drama ; and it was 
again represented before this select audience : and on St. 
Olave's day, the truly " miracle-play" of that legendary 
saint was enacted in the church dedicated to the saint.^ 

The history of the interlude more particularly marks an 
epoch, for it enters into our political history. Mysteries 
and moralities were purely religious or ethical themes, but 
the comic interludes took a more adventurous course ; and 
their writers, accommodating themselves to the fashions of 
the day, were the organs of the prevalent factions then di- 
viding the unquiet realm. 

From the earliest moment of the projected reformation 
or emancipation from the papal dominion by Henry, we 
discover the players of interludes at their insidious work ; 
but affairs were floating in that uncertain state when the 
new had by no means displaced the old. In 1527, Henry 
the Eighth was greatly diverted at an interlude where the 
heretic Luther and his wife were brought on the stage, 

* Strype's Mem. of Ecdes. Hist., iii., 379. 
Vol. I. — 33 
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and the reformers were ridiculed.* The king in the Creed 
and the ceremonies remained a Romanist ; and in 1533, a 
proclamation inhibits " the playing of interludes concern- 
ing doctrines now in question and controversy."! " The 
Defender of the Faith" was still irresolute to defend or to 
attack. In 1543, an act of Parliament was passed for the 
control of dramatic representations ; and at this later date, 
this reforming monarch decreed, that " no person should 
play in interludes any matter contrary to the doctrines of 
the church of Rome !" Chronolo^ in history is not only 
useful to date events, but to date the passions of sovereigns. 
It was absolutely necessary for Edward the Sixth on his 
ascension immediately to repeal this express act of ParUa- 
ment of his father 4 and then the emancipated interluders 
now, openly, with grave logic or laughing ridicule, struck at 
all " the Roman superstitions." Hence we had catholic and 
protestant dramas. The Romanists had made very free 
strictures on Cromwell, Cranmer, and their followers ; and 
on the side of the reformed we have no deficiency of op- 
pugners of the Romish church. Under Henry the Eighth, 
we have the sacred drama of " E very-man," a single per- 
sonage, by whom the writer not unaptly personifies human 
nature. This drama came from the Romanists to recal 
the auditors back to the forsaken ceremonies and shaken 
creed of their fathers. Under Edward the Sixth, we have 
" Lusty inventus," whom Satan and his old son Hypocri- 
sy, with an extraordinary nomenclature of " holy things," 
would inveigle back to that seductive harlot, " Abominable 
Living," which the reformer imagined was the favorite 
dulcinea of " the false priest." || On the accession of Mary, 
this queen hastened a proclamation against the interludes 
of the reformers. The term used in the proclamation looks 

• Annals of the Stage, i., 107. 
t Walton's Hist, of Eng. Poetry, iii., 428, 8vo. 
t Rastell's Collection of Statutes, fo. 32— d. 
fi Both these ancient dramas are reprinted in Hawkins's ** Origin of 
the English Drama.'' Many such dramas remain in manuscript. 
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like an ironical allusion to a word which now had long 
been bandied on the lips of the populace. It specifies to 
be for " the reformation of busy meddlers in matters of re- 
ligion." A strict watch was kept on the players, some of 
whom suffered for enactincr a reformed interlude. Such 
plays seem to have been patronised in domestic secrecy. 
The interference of the Star-Chamber was called forth in 
1556 for the total suppression of dramatic entertainments. ' 
In many places some magistrates had slackened their puf^ 
suit after "players," and reluctantly obeyed the public 
authorities. The first act of Elizabeth resembled in its 
character those of her brother Edward and her sister Mary, 
however opposite were the systems of their governments. 
The queen put a sudden stop to the enacting of all inter- 
ludes which opposed the progress of the reformation; 
there seemed to be no objection to any of a different cast ; 
but Elizabeth lived to be an auditor of more passionate 
dramas than these theological logomachies performed on 
the stage, where the dull poet had sometimes quoted chap- 
ter and verse in Genesis or St. Matthew. 

It is not generally known that, while the catholic and 
protestant dramas were opposed to each other in England, 
at the same period the huguenots in France had also en- 
tertained the derisory muse of the more comic interludes. 
There was, however, this difference in the fortunes of the 
writers ; as in France the government had never reformed 
nor changed their position there could have been no period 
which admitted of the public representation of these satiri- 
cal dramas. In their dramatic history, it was long consid- 
ered that the subjects of these hugonistic dramas were too 
tender to bear the handling ; and the brothers Parfait, in 
their copious " History of the French Theatre," only afford 
a slight indication of " the turbulent Calvinists," who had 
spread " pieces of dangerous heresy and fanaticism against 
the pope, the cardinals, and the bishops ; works which 
could not be noticed without profaning the page !" — and 
therefore they refrain from giving even their titles ! It is 
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in this spirit, and with such apologies, that historians have 
often castrated their own history. The existence of these 
dramas might have escaped our knowledge, had not the 
more enlightened judgment of the Duke de la Valliere 
supplied what the more stubborn Romanists had suppressed. 
This lover of literature has favored the curious with the 
interesting analysis of two rare French protestant plays, 
"jLc Marchand Canverti,'^ in 1558; and "Le Pape Malade 
HtirarU a sa Fin,' in 1561. Allowing largely for the gross 
invectives of the Calvinist — " les impietes'^ — they dis- 
play an original comic invention, and sparkle with the most 
lively sallies.* It is remarkable that ** Le Marchand Con- 
verti" at such an early period of modem literature, is a 
regular comedy of five acts, introduced by a prologue in 
verse ; odes are interspersed, and each act concludes with 
a chorus, whom the author calls " the company.'' The 
classical form of this unacted play, instinct with the spirit 
of the new reform, betrays the work of a learned hand. 

• <<BibIioth^Qe da Theatre Frangais," iii., 263^ ascribed to the 
Duke de la Yallldre. He has preserved many passages exquisitely 
liumorous. He felt awkwardly in performing his duty to his readers, 
after what his predecessors, Messieurs Parfait, had declared ; — and, 
to calm the terrors of lea persoTmes acrupuleiMes, it is amusing to ob- 
serve his plea, or his apology, for noticing these admirable anti- 
papistic satires : ** They are outrageous and abound with impieties ; 
but they are extremely well written for their time, and truly comic. 
I considered that I could not avoid giving these extracts, were it 
only to show to what lengths the first pretended reformers carried 
their unreasonable violence against the holy Father, and the court 
of Rome.*' The apology for their transcription, if not more in- 
genuous, is at least more ingenious than the apology for their sap- 
pressioii. 
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THE REFORMER BISHOP BALE; AND THE 
ROMANIST JOHN HEYWOOD, THE COURT 
JESTER. 

Bale, bishop of Ossory, and John Hey wood, the court-. ' 
jester, were contemporaries, and both equally shared in the 
mutable fortunes of the satiric dramas of their times ; but 
they themselves were the antipodes of each other : the 
earnest Protestant Bale, the gravest reformer, and the in- 
flexible catholic, Heywood, noted for " his mad merry wit," 
form one of those remarkable disparities which the history 
of literature sometimes oflers. 

Bale was originally educated in a monastery ; he found 
an early patron, and professed the principles of the reform- 
ation; and, like Luther^ sealed his emancipation from 
catholic celibacy by a wife, whom he tenderly describes 
as '* his faithful Dorothea." It was a great thing for a 
monk to be mated with such constancy at a time when 
women were usually to be described as shrews, os worse. 
From the day of marriage the malice of persecution haunt- 
ed the hapless heretic ; such personal hatreds could not 
fail of being mutual. He seems to have too hastily antici- 
pated the reformation under Henry the Eighth, for though 
that monarch had freed himself from "the bishop of Rome,'* 
he had by no means put asidB^ the doctrines, and Bale, who 
had already begun a series of two-and-twenty reforming in- 
terludes in his " maternal idiom," found it advisable to 
leave a kingdom but half-preformed. He paused not, how- 
ever, till he had written a whole library against " the Pa- 
pelins," the last production always seemed the most en- 
venomed. On the death of Henry he unexpectedly ap- 
peared before Edward the Sixth, who imagined that he 
had died. Bale had the misfortune to be promoted to the 
Irish bishopric of Ossory — to plant protestantism in a land 

33* 
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of papistry ! Frustrated in bis unceasing fervor. Bale es- 
caped from martyrdom hy biding bimself in Dublin. Tbe 
deatb of Edward relieved our protestant bisbop from this 
sad dilemma ; for on tbe accession of Mary be flew into 
Switzerland. Tbere be indulged bis anti-papistical vein ; 
tbe press sent fortb a brood, among wbicb migbt bave 
been some of better growtb, for be labored on our British 
bio^rrapby and literature ; but as tbere were yet bnt few 
protestants to record, it flowed, and sometimes overflowed, 
against all the friends of tbe papacy ; Pits, who subsequent- 
ly resumed tbe task, a sullen and fierce papist, in revenge 
omitted in tbe line of our illustrious Britons, Wicklifie and 
every Wickliffite. Such were tbe beginnings of our litera- 
ry history. On tbe accession of Elizabeth, bis country re- 
ceived back its exile ; but Bale refused to be reinstated in 
bis Irish see, and sunk into a quiet prebendary of Canter- 
bury. Fuller has called our good bishop '' Bilious Bale.** 
Some conceive that this bisbop has sufiered ill-treatment, 
merely for having thrown out some remarkable, or abomina- 
ble invectives. Proselytes, however sincere in their new 
convictions and their old hatreds, both operating at once, 
color their style as some do their faces, till by long use tbe 
heightened teint seems faint, and they go on deepening it, 
and thus at last the natural countenance is lost in tbe artifi- 
cial mass. 

If Bale were no poet, in tbe singular dramas we have, 
be at least displays a fluent invention ; be tells plainly 
what is meant, wbicb we like' to leani ; and I do not know 
whether it be owing to his generally indiflerent verse, tbat 
we sometimes are struck by an idiomatic phrase, and a 
richness of rhymes peculiar to bimself, which sustain our 
attention.* 

* One of these interludes has been reeently given from << The 
Camden Society," under the skilful editorship of Mr. Collier, from 
a manuscript corrected by Bale himself in the Devonshire coUec- 
tion — « Kynge Johan." Others have been printed in the Harleian 
Collection, vol i. ; and in Dodsley's. 
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Of John He3rwood, the favorite jester of Henry the 
Eighth and his daughter Mary, and the intimate of Sir 
Thomas More, whose congenial humor may have mingled 
with his own, more table-talk and promptness at reply 
have been handed down to us than of any writer of the 
times. His quips, and quirks, and quibbles, are of his 
age, but his copious pleasantry still enlivens ; these 
smoothed the brow of Henry, and relaxed the rigid mus* 
cles of the melancholy Mary. He had the entree at all 
times to the privy-chamber, and often to administer a strong 
dose of himself, which her majesty's physicians would 
prescribe. He>-w-distingtdshed as Hey wood the epigram- 
matist ; a title fairly won by the man who has left six centu- 
ries of epigrams, collected and adjusted as many English 
proverbs in his Verse, beside the quaint conceits of " cros- 
sing of proverbs."* Of these six hundred epigrams it is 
possible not a single one is epigrammatic : we have never 
had a Martial. Even when it became a fashion to write 
books of epigrams half a century subsequently, they usually 
closed in a miserable quibble, a dull apothegm, or at the 
best, like those of Sir John Harrington, in a plain story 
rhymed. Wit, in our sense of the term, was long unprac- 
tised, and the modem epigram was not yet discovered. 

Heywood, who had flourished under Henry, on the 
change in the reign of Edward, clung to the ancient cus- 
toms. He was a Romanist, but had he not recovered in 
some degree from the cecity of superstition, he had not so 
keenly exposed, as he has done, some vulgar impostures. 
It happened, however, that some unlucky jest, trenching 
on treason, flew from the lips of the unguarded jester ; it 
would have hanged some — - but pleasant verses promptly 
addressed to the young sovereign saved him at the pinch — 
however he gathered from " the council" that this was no 
jesting-time, and he lefl the country in the day that Bale 

* That is, proverbs with hnmoroas answers to them. See the 
Bibliographical and Critical Catalogue, by Mr. Payne Collier, of 
Lord Francis Egerton's Library of Early Ei^iUsh Literature, p. 2. 
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was returning from his emigration under King Henry. 
On Mary's accession, Bale again retired, and Heywood 
suddenly appeared at court. Asked by the queen " What 
wind blew him there ?" — " Two specially ; the one to see 
her majesty !" he replied. " We thank you for that," said 
the queen, " but I pray you what is the other 1" — " That 
your grace might see me !" There was shrewdness in 
this pleasantry, to bespeak the favor of his royal patroness. 
Four short years did not elapse ere Elizabeth opened her 
long reign, and then the merry Romanist for ever bid fare- J 
well to his native Itnd, while Bale finally sat beside his 
English hearth. These were irzxy morectble and removea- 
ble times, and no one was certain how long he should re- 
main in his new locality. 

The genius of Heywood created " The Merrie Inter- 
lude ;" unlike Bale, as in all things, he never opened the 
Bible for a stage-play, but approaching comedy, he became 
the painter of manners, and the chronicler of domestic life. 
Warton certainly has hastily and contradictorily censured 
Heywood, without a right comprehension of his peculiar 
subjects ; yet he admired at least one of Heywood's wri- 
tings, in which, being anonymous, he did not recognise the 
victim of his vague statements. Warton and his followers 
have obscured a true genius for exuberant humor, keen 
irony, and exquisite ridicule, such as Rabelais and Swift 
would not have disdained, and have not always surpassed. 
One of his interludes is accessible for those who can revel 
in a novel scene of comic invention. This interlude is 
" The Four P's ; the Palmer, the Pardoner, the Poticary, 
and the Pedler." Each flouts the other, and thus display 
their professional knaveries.* 

The ludicrous strokes of this piece could never have 
come from a bigot to the ancient superstition, however at- 
tached to the ancient creed. We cannot tell how far the 
jester may have been influenced by a proclamation of 28th 
of Henry the Eighth, to protect " the poor innocent people 

• Dodsley's « Old Plavs," vol. i 
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from those light persons called pardoners by color of their 
indulgences, &c." He has curiously exhibited to us all 
the trumpery regalia of papistry ; as he also exposed " The 
Friery" in another interlude which has all the appearance 
of a merry tale from Boccaccio. 

So plays the jocund spirit of Heywood the Jester, in his 
minstrel verse and pristine idiom ; but we have now to tell 
another tale. He)rwood is the author of a ponderous vol- 
ume, and an interminable " parable" of the " Spider and 
the Fly." It is said to have occupied the thoughts of the 
writer during twenty years. This unlucky " heir of his 
invention" is dressed out with a profusion of a hundred 
wood-cuts, then rare and precious things, among which 
starts up the full length of the author more than once. 
Warton impatiently never reached the conclusion, where 
the author has confided to us the secret of his incompre- 
hensible intention. There Warton would have found that 
** we must understand that the spiders represent the protest- 
ants and the ilies the catholics ; that the maid with the 
broom sweeping away the cobwebs (to the annoyance of 
their weavers) is Mary armed with the civil power, execu- 
ting the commands of her master (Christ), and her mistress 
(Mother Church)." We see at once all the embarrassments 
and barrenness of this wearying and perplexed fancy. War- 
ton contents himself with what he calls " a sensible criti- 
cism," taken from Harrison, a protestant minister, and one 
of the partners of Holinshed's Chronicle ; it is as morda- 
cious as a periodical criticism. " Neither he who made 
this book, nor any who reads it, can reach unto the mean- 
ing." Warton, to confirm " the sensible criticism," alleges 
as a proof of its unpopularity that it was never reprinted ; 
but it was published in 1556, and Mary died in 1558. A 
vindication of " the maid with the broom" might be equally 
unwelcome to " spiders and flies." 

How it happened that the court-jester who has sent 
forth such volumes of mirth could have kept for years ham- 
mering at a dull and dense poem, is a literary problem 
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which perhaps admits of a solution. We may ascribe this 
aberration of genius to the author's position in society, 
lieywood was a Romanist from principle ; that he was no 
bigot, his free satires on vulgar superstitions attest. But 
the jester at times was a thoughtful philosopher. One of 
his interludes is " The Play of the Weather," where the 
ways of Providence are vindicated in the distribution of 
the seasons. But " mad, merry Heywood" was the com- 
panion of many friends — papists and protestants — at 
court and in all the world over. His creed was almost 
whole in broken times, perhaps agreeing a little with the 
protestant, and then reverting to the Romcinist. In this un- 
balanced condition, mingling the burlesque with the solemn, 
unwilling to excommunicate his friend the protestant " spi- 
der," and intent to vindicate the Romanist " fly," often he 
laid aside and often resumed his confused emotions. It 
might require dates to settle the precise allusions ; what he 
wrote under Henry and Edward would be of another color 
than under the Marian rule. His gayety and his gravity 
offuscate one another, and the readers of the longsome 
fiction, or his dark parallel, were puzzled even among his 
contemporaries, to know in what sense to receive them. 
Sympathizing with " the fly," and not uncourteous to " the 
spider," our author has shown the danger of combining the 
burlesque with the serioug ; and thus it happened that the 
most facetious genius could occupy twenty years in com- 
pounding, by fits and starts, a dull poem which neither 
party pretended rightly to imderstand. 



i 

r 



395 



ROGER ASCHAM. 

It would, perhaps, have surprised Roger Ascham, the 
scholar of a learned age, and a Greek professor, that the 
history of English literature might open with his name ; 
for in his English writings he had formed no premeditated 
S;7Qrd, designed for posterity as well as his own times. The 
subjects he has written oa wore solely suggested by the 
occasion, and incurred the slight of the cavaliers of his 
day, who had not yet learned that humble titles may con- 
ceal performances which exceed their promise, and that 
trifles cease to be trivial in the workmanship of genius. 

An apology for a favorite recreation, that of archery, for 
his indulgence in which his enemies, and sometimes his 
friends reproached the truant of academic Greek ; on ac- 
count of the affairs of Germany while employed as secre- 
tary to the English embassy ; and the posthumous treatise 
of "The Schoolmaster," originating in an accidental 
conversation at table, constitute the whole of the claims 
of Ascham to the rank of an English classic — a degree 
much higher than was attained to by the learning of Sir 
Thomas Elyot, and the genius of Sir Thomas More. 

The mind of Ascham was stored with all the wealth of 
ancient literature the nation possessed. Ascham was 
proud, when alluding to his master the learned Cheke, and 
'to his royal pupil Queen Elizabeth, of having been the pu- 
pil of the greatest scholar, and the preceptor to the great- 
est pupil in England ; but we have rather to admire the 
intrepidity of his genius, which induced him to avow the 
noble design of setting an example of composing in our 
vernacular idiom. He tells us in his Toxaphilus, " I write 
this English matter in the English language for English- 
men." He introduced an easy and natural style in En- 
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glish prose, instead of the pedantry of the unformed taste of 
his day ; and adopted, as he tells us, the counsel of Aris- 
totle, ^' to speak as the common people do, to think as wise 

men do." 

The study of Greek was the reigning pursuit in the days 
of Ascham. At the dispersion of the Greeks on the loss 
of Constantinople, the learned emigrants brought with 
them into Europe their great originals; and the subse- 
quent discovery of printing spread their editions. The 
study of Greek, on its first appearance in Europe, alarmed / 
the Latin church, and was long deemed a dangerous nmi 
heretical innovation. The cultivation of this language 
was, however, carried on with enthusiasm, and a contro- 
versy was kindled, even in this country, respecting the an- 
cient pronunciation. A passion for Hellenistic lore per- 
vaded the higher classes of society. There are fashions 
in the literary world as sudden and as capricious as those 
of another kind ; and which, when they have rolled away, 
excite a smile, although possibly we have only adopted an- 
other of fresher novelty. The Greek mania raged. As- 
cham informs us, that his royal pupil Elizabeth understood 
Greek better than the canons of Windsor ; and doubtless, 
while the queen was translating Isocrates, the ladies-in- 
waiting were parsing. Lady Jane Gray studying Plato, 
was hardly an uncommon accident ; but the touching de- 
tail which she gave to Ascham of her domestic persecu- 
tion, on trivial forms of domestic life, which had induced 
her to fly for refuge to her Greek, has thrown a deep in- 
terest on that well-known incident. All educated persons 
then studied Greek ; when Ascham was secretary to our 
ambassador at the court of Charles the Fifth, five days in 
the week were occupied by the ambassador reading with 
the secretary the Greek tragedians, commenting on He- 
rodotus, and reciting the Orations of Demosthenes. But 
this rage was too capricious to last, and too useless to be 
profitable ; for neither the national taste nor the English 
language derived any permanent advantage from this ex- 
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elusive devotion to Greek, and the fashion became lost in 
other studies. 

It was a bold decision in a collegiate professor, who 
looked for his fame from his lectures on Greek, to venture 
on modelling his native idiom, with a purity and simplicity 
to which it was yet strange. Ascham, indeed, was fain to 
apologize for having written in English, and offered the 
king, Henry the Eighth, to make a Greek or a Latin ver- .' 
sion of his " Toxophilus," if his grace chose. " To have 
\^ written in another tongue had been both more profitable 
for my study, and also more honest [honorable] for my 
name ; yet I cian think my labor well bestowed, if, with a 
little hinderance of my profit and name, may come any fur- 
therance to the pleasure or commodity of the gentlemen and 
yeomen of England, As for the Latin and Greek tongue 
everything is so excellently done in them that none can do 
better; in the English tongue^ contrary, everything in a 
manner so meanly, both for the matter and handling, that no 
man can do worseV 

Such were the first difficulties which the fathets of our 
native literature had to overcome. Sir Thomas Elyot en- 
dured the sneer of the cavillers, for his attempt to inlay our 
unpolished English with Latin terms ; ^nd Roger Ascham, 
we see, found it necessary to apologi^^e for at all adopting 
the national idiom. Sincie that day neologisms have fer- 
tilized the barrenness of our Saxon, and the finest geniuses 
in Europe have abandoned the language of Cicero, to trans- 
fuse its grace into an idiom whose penury was deemed too 
rude for the pen of the scholar. Ascham followed his hap- 
pier genius, and his name has created an epoch in the lit- 
erature of England. 

A residence of three years ih Germany in the station of 
confidential secretary of our ambassador to the emperor 
Charles the Fifth, placed him in a mo^ extensive field of 
observation, and brought him in contact with some of the 
most remarkable men of his times. It is much to be re- 
gretted, that the diary he kept has never been recovered 

Vol. L— 34 
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Thftt Ascliam was inquisitive, and, moreover, a profound 
observer at an interesting crisis in modem history, and that 
he held a constant intercourse with great characters, and 
obtained much secret history both of persons and of trans- 
actions, fully appears in his admirable " Report of the Af* 
fairs and State of Germany, and the Emperor Charles' 
Court." This " Report" was but a chance communication 
to a friend, though it is composed with great care. Ascham 
has developed with a firm and masterly hand the complica- 
ted intrigues of the various powers, when Charles the 
Fifth seemed to give laws to Germany and Italy. Tins 
emperor was in peace with all the world in 1550, and in 
less than two years after, he was compelled to fly from 
Germany, surrounded by secret enemies. Ascham has traced 
the discontents of the minor courts of Italian dukes, and 
German princes, who gradually deserted the haughty au- 
tocrat — an event which finally led to the emperor's resig- 
nation. It is a moral tale of princes openly countenancing 
quietness, and "privately brewing debate" — a deep catas- 
trophe for the study of the political student. Ascham has 
explained the double game of the court of Rome, under the 
ambitious and restless Julius the Third, who playing the 
emperor against the French monarch, and the French 
emperor, worked himself into that intricate net of general 
misery, spun out of his own qrafty ambidexterity. This 
precious fragment of secret history might have offered new 
views and many strokes of character to the modern his- 
torian, Robertson, who seems never to have discovered 
this authentic document ; yet it lay at hand. So little even 
in Robertson's day did English literature, in its obscurer 
sources, enter into the pursuits of our greatest writers. 

Ascham's first work was the " Toxophilus, the Schole, 
or Partitions of Shootinge." At this time, fire-arms were 
80 little known, that the term " shooting" was solely con- 
fined to the bow, then the redoubtable weapon of our hardy 
countrymen. In this well-known treatise on archery, he 
4id what several literary characters have so well dooe, 
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apologised for his amusement in a manner that evinced the 
scholar had not forgotten himself in the archer. 

It affords some consolation to authors, who often suffer 
from neglect, to observe the triumph of an excellent book. 
Its first appearance procured him a pension from Henry 
the Eighth, which enabled him to set off on his travels. 
Subsequently, in the reign of Mary, when that eventful / 
change happened in religion and in politics, adverse to As- 
cham, our author was cast into despair, and hastened to 
hide himself in safe obscurity. It was then that this ex- 
c^ent book, and a better at that time did not exist in the 
language, once more recommended its author; for Gardi- 
ner, the papal bishop of Winchester, detected no heresy 
in the volume, and by his means, the lords of the council 
approving of it, the author was fully reinstated in royal fa- 
vor. Thus Ascham twice owed his good fortune to his 
good book. 

"The Schoolmaster," with its humble title," to teach 
children to understand, write, and speak the Latin tongue," 
conveys an erroneous notion of the delight, or the knowl- 
edge which may be drawn from this treatise, notwithstand- 
ing that the work remains incomplete, for there are refer- 
ences to parts which do not appear in the work itself, 
" The Schoolmaster" is a classical production in English, 
which may be placed by the side of its great Latin rivals, the 
Orator of Cicero, and the Institutes of Quintilian. It is en- 
livened by interesting details. The first idea of the work was 
started in a real conversation at table, among some eminent 
personages, on occasion of the flight of some scholars from 
Eton college, driven away by the iron rod of the master. 
" Was the schoolhouse to be a house of bondage and fear, 
or a house of play and pleasure ?" During the progress 
of the work the author lost his patron, and incurred other 
disappointments ; he has consigned aJl his variable emo- 
tions to his volume. The accidental interview with Lady 
Jane Grey; his readings with Queen Elizabeth in their 
daily intercourse with the fine writers of antiquity, and 
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their recreations at the regal game of chess — for such 
was the seduction of Attic learning, that the queen on the 
throne felt a happiness in again becoming the pupil of her 
old master ; these, and similar incidents, present those in- 
dividual touches of the writer, which give such a reality 
to an author's feelings.* 

It is to be regretted that Ascham held but an indolent 
pen. Yet it were hard to censure the man for a cold neg- 
lect of his fame, who seems equally to have neglected his 
fortune. Ascham has written little ; and all he left his 
family was ^'this little book" (the Schoolmaster), and 
which he bequeathed to them, as the right way to good learn- 
ing, " which, if they follow, they shall very well come to 
sufficiency of living." This was an age when the inge- 
nious clung to a patron ; the widow and the son of Ascham 
found the benefits of this testamentary recommendation. It 
must, however, be confessed to have been but a capricious 
legacy, for no administrator might have been found to " the 
will." The age of patronage was never that of independ- 
ence to an airthor. 

Johnson, in his admirable Life of Ascham, observed, 
that " his disposition was kind and social ; he delighted in 
the pleasure of conversation, and was probably not much 
inclined to business." It is certain that he preferred old 
books to pounds sterling, for once he requested to commute 
a part of his pension for a copy of the Decem Rhetores 

♦ There were five editions of <' The Schoohnaster" within twenty 
years of its first publication, of which that of 1573 is the most 
correct and rare. — Dr, Valpy's Cat. It is curious, in tracking the 
progress of an author's fame, to suspect that Ascham may owe his, 
in modern days, to the title of this work; for it was a learned school- 
master who revived the name of Ascham by publishing an edition 
of "The Schoolmaster" in 1711, with notes, which was reprinted in 
1743, His entire works were collected in 1761, by James Bennett, 
also a schoolmaster, with a life by Dr. Johnson. There has been a 
more recent edition, in 1815. " The Toxophilus," the Manual of 
Archery, has been oAen reprinted since the taste for that amuse- 
ment has revived among us. 
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Graeci, which he could not purchase at Cambridge. His 
frequent allusions in his letters when abroad to "Mine 
Hostess Barnes," who kept a tavern at Cambridge in the 
reign of Edward the Sixth, with tender reminiscences of 
her " fat capons," and " the good fellowship" there ; and 
further, his sympathy at the deep potation, when standing 
hard by the emperor at his table, he tells us " the emperor 
drank the best I ever saw, — he had his head in the glass 
five times as long as any of us, and never drank less than 
a good quart at once of Rhenish wine," and his determina* 
iifm of providing " every year a little .vessel of Rhenish" 
for his cronies ; and still forther, his haimting the cockpit, 
and sometimes trusting fortune by her dice, notwithstand- 
ing that he describes " dicing" as *' the green pathway to 
hell ;" all these traits mark the boon compani(»i loving bis 
leisure and his lounge. 

When engaged in public life, a collegiate fellowship ap* 
peared to him to offer supreme felicity. He writes thus — - 
** Ascham to his friends : who is able to maintain his life at 
Cambridge, knows not what a felicity he hath." Such was 
the conviction of one who had long Lived in courts. 

But when we consider that Ascham was Latin secretary 
to Edward the Sixth, to Mary, and to Elizabeth, and inti- 
mately acquainted with the transactions of these cabinets, 
with the sovereigns, and the ministers ; and during three 
years, held a personal intercourse with the highest foreign 
court; — we must regret, if we do not censure, that the 
man who, possessing these rare advantages, with a vigor* 
ous intellect, and a felicitous genius, has left the world in 
silence. Assuredly, in Ascham, we have lost an English 
Comines, who would have rivaUed our few memoir-writers, 
who, though with pens more industrious, had not eyea 
more observant, nor heads more penetrating, than this sec- 
retary of three sovereigns. 

There is, however, reason to conclude, that he himself 
was not insensible to these higher claims which his station 
might have urged on his genius and his diligence. Every 
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night during bis residence abroad, which was of no short 
period, he was occupied by filling his diary, which has not, 
in any shape, come down to us. He has also himself told, 
that he had written a book on " The Cockpit," one of the 
recreations of "a courtly gentleman." We cannot im- 
agine that such writings, by the hands of Ascham, would 
be destroyed by his family, who knew to value them. A 
■modem critic, indeed, considers it fortunate for Ascham^s 
credity that this work on " The Cockpit" has escaped from 
publication. The criticism is fallacious, for if an apology 
for cockfighting be odious, the author's reputation is equally 
hurt by the announcement as by 1ihe performance. But the 
truth is, that such barbarous sports, like the bear-baiting of 
England and the bull-fights of Spain, have had their advo- 
cates. Queen Elizabeth had appointed Ascham her bear- 
keeper ; and he was writing in his character when disclo- 
sing the mysteries of the cockpit. But the genius of our 
author was always superior to his subject ; and this was a 
treatise wherein he designed to describe ^* all kinds of 
pastimes joined with labor used in open place, and in the 
day-light." The curious antiquary, at least, must regret 
the loss of Ascham's " Cockpit." 

Ascham lived in the ferment of the Reformation ; zeal- 
ously attached to the new faith under Edward the Sixth 
and Elizabeth, how did he preserve himself during the in- 
termediate reign, when he partook, of the favors of the 
papistical sovereign ? His master and friend, the learned 
Sir John Cheke, had only left for himself the choice of a 
recantation, or a warrant for execution ; but of Ascham*s 
good fortune, nothing is known but il« mystery. The novel 
religion had, however, early heated the passions, and nar- 
rowed the judgment, of Ascham. He wrote at a period 
when the Romanist and the protestant reciprocally black- 
ened each other. Ascham not only abhorred all Italians 
as papists, but all Italian books as papistical. He invokes 
the interposition of the civil magistrate against Petrarch 
and Boccaccio, whose volumes were then selling in every 
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shop. Baretti strikes at his manes with his stiletto-pen, 
in an animated passage ;* and Warton is indignant at his 
denunciation of our ancient romances, of which the his- 
torian of our poetry says, " he has written in the spirit of 
an early Calvinistic preacher, rather than as a sensible 
critic and a polite scholar" — he who, in his sober senses, 
was eminently both. 

We may lament that the first steps in every revolution 
are taken in darkness, and that the reaction of opinions «nd 
prejudices is itself accompanied by errors and prejudices 
of its own. The bigotry of the new faith was not inferior 
to the old. The reforming Archbishop Grindal substituted 
the dull and barbarous Palingenius, Sedulius, and Pruden- 
tins, for the great classical authors of antiquity. The 
Reformation opened with fanaticism ; and men were re- 
formers before they were philosophers. Had Ascham, a 
learned scholar, and a man of fine genius, been blessed 
with the prescient eye of philosophy, he had perceived 
that there was not more papistry in the solemn " Trionfi" 
of Petrarch, and not less ^* honest pastime" in a " merrie 
tale" of Boccaccio, than in cock-fighting and dicing, and 
that with these works the imagination of the public was 
gradually stepping out of a supernatural world of folio 
legends, into a world of true nature, which led to that 
unrivalled era which immortalized the closing century. 

We must recollect that the bigotry of the Reformation, 
or that which afterward assumed the form of puritanism, 
in their absurd notion of the nature of idolatry, attached to 
every picture and every statue on sacred subjects, eventu- 
ally banished the fine arts from England for a long century, 
and retarded their progress even to our own days. A curi- 
ous dialogue has been preserved by Strype, whose interlo- 
cutors are Queen Elizabeth and a dean. The dean hav- 
ing obtained some of those fine German paintings, those 

•BaretU's "Account of the Manners of Italy," it, 137— the 
most curious work of this Anglo-Italian. 
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book-miniatures which are of the most exquisite finish, 
placed them in her majesty's prayer-book. For this the 
queen proscribed the dean, as she did those beautiful illu- 
minations, as " Romish and idolatrous ;" and with a Grothic 
barbarism, strange in a person with her Attic taste, com- 
manded the clergy '' to wash all pictures out of their walls." 
To this circumstance the painter Barry ascribes the back- 
, ward state of the fine arts, which so long made us a by- 
word among the nations of Europe, and eren induced the 
critical historian of the arts, Winkelman, to imagine, that 
the climate of Sng^and presented an eternal obstruction 
to the progress of art itself; it wa»too long supposed that 
no Englishman could ever aspire to be an artist of genius. 
The same principle which urged Ascham to denounce all 
Italian books, instigated his royal pupil " to wash out all 
pictures,'^ and even so late as the reign of Greorge the 
Third, when the artists of England made a noble ofier, 
gratuitously to decorate our churches with productions of 
their own composition, the Bishop of London forbade the 
glorious attempt to redeem English art from the anathema 
of foreign critics. 

Ascham, whose constitutional delicacy often impeded his 
studies, died prematurely. The parsimonious queen em- 
phatically rated his value by declaring, that she would rather 
have lost ten thousand pounds — no part of which, during 
his life, the careless yet not the neglected Ascham ever 
shared. 

Roger Ascham was truly what Pope has described Gay 
to have been, ** in wit a man, simplicity a child ;" and he 
has developed his own character in his letters. Latin and 
English, they are among the earliest specimens of that do- 
mestic and literary correspondence in which the writer 
paints himself without reserve, with all the warm touches 
of a free pencil, gay sallies of the moment, or sorrows of 
the hour, confiding to the bosom of a friend the secrets of 
his heart and his condition ; such as we have found in the 
letters of Gray and of Shenstone. 
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The works of Ascham, which are collected in a single 
volume, remain for the gratification of those who preserve 
a pure taste for the pristine simplicity of our ancient wri- 
ters. His native English, that English which we have lost, 
but which we are ever delighted to recover, after nearly 
three centuries, is still critical without pedantry, and beauti- 
ful without ornament : and, which cannot be said of the J 
writings of Sir Thomas Elyot and Sir Thomas More, the ' 
volume of Ascham is indispensable in every English libra- 
ry, whose possessor in any way aspires to connect together 
the progress of taste and of opinion in the history of our 
country. 



END OF VOL. I. 
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